


Letter from the Director

This issue marks our 
fourteenth year of publishing 
the Journal of Texas Music 
History, which is available 
in print and also online 
at: txstate.edu/ctmh/
publications/journal. There’s 
no charge to receive the Journal 
of Texas Music History. Simply 
contact us at gh08@txstate.

edu, and we’ll be happy to put you on our mailing list.
It’s been another very successful year at the Center for 

Texas Music History. We continue to develop new graduate 
and undergraduate music history courses through Texas State 
University’s Department of History. In fact, we offered our 
first ever Study Abroad classes this year (“The History of Rock 
& Roll” and “The History of Texas Music”) as part of the 
Department of History’s Study Abroad in Chester (England) 
program. The courses were so popular with students that we 
plan to offer them again next summer as part of the 2015 Study 
Abroad in Chester program.

In addition to developing new courses and other educational 
programming for students, the Center for Texas Music History 
also continues to provide student scholarships at Texas State. 
This year, we awarded the second annual Michael R. Davis 
Scholarship to Audrey Najera, graduate history major. We 
are very grateful to Greg Davis, Michael Davis’s brother, for 
establishing this important scholarship as a way to honor his 
sibling and help support our students’ educational endeavors. 
We also succeeded in raising enough money to permanently 
endow the new Kent Finlay scholarship. We are very grateful to 
the Randy Rogers Band, Robin Schoepf and everyone else who 
contributed so generously to the Finlay scholarship endowment.

The Center’s award-winning John and Robin Dickson 
Series in Texas Music (produced in collaboration with Texas 
A&M University Press) will soon publish several new books 
examining the history of Texas music. The Center’s popular 
NPR series, This Week in Texas Music History, is now in its sixth 
year and is broadcast on NPR affiliate stations throughout the 
Southwest to an estimated audience of one million listeners. 
Our sincerest thanks to Humanities Texas for its generous grant 
in support of This Week in Texas Music History.

We couldn’t begin to do all that we do without the help of 
many friends and supporters. My sincerest thanks to Jason 
Mellard, Kathleen O’Keefe, Kristi Bigley, Twister Marquiss, 
César Limón, the Center’s Advisory Board, Mary Brennan & 
Alan Apel, Frank de la Teja, Mary Alice De Leon, Madelyn 
Patlan, the Texas State University Department of History, 
Denise Trauth & John Huffman, Gene & Lynn Bourgeois, 
Michael Hennessey, Gail Randle, Vicki Clarke, John & Robin 
Dickson, Patti Harrison, Kent Finlay, Francine Hartman, Paul 
& Polly Glasse, Tamara Saviano, Michael Willoughby, Diana 
Harrell, Perry & Marianne Moore, Randy Rogers, Brady & 
Bree Black, Bill Whitbeck, Pat Muehl, Phil & Cecilia Collins, 
Richard & Linda Campbell, Greg Davis, Michael Davis, 
Dalis Allen, Kim & Robert Richey, Joe & Alice Specht, Pam 
Golightly, Gregg Andrews & Vikki Bynum, Lanita Hanson, 
Jim & Cathey Moore, Tracie Ferguson, Ruthie Foster, Randy & 
Leslie Collier, Mark & Diana Hendricks, Tom & Ann Francese, 
Elmer & Susan Rosenberger, Rick & Laurie Baish, Nell 
Hesson, Lucky & Becky Tomblin, Denise Boudreaux, Carol 
Dochen, Jo & Paul Snider, Darrell & Barbara Piersol, Ralph 
& Patti Dowling, Dennis & Margaret Dunn, Ron & Judy 
Brown, Grant Mazak, Mariko Gomez, Cathy Supple, Sharon 
Sandomirsky & Chris Ellison, John Kunz, Bill Musser, Lee & 
Judy Keller, Ronda Reagan, Glenn Joy, Jennifer Joy & Mark 
White, Luan Brunson Haynes & Elizabeth Brunson Vickers, 
Billy Seidel and many others.

To learn more about the Center and its unique programs, 
please contact us or visit our website. Thanks for your interest 
and support!

Dr. Gary Hartman, Director
Center for Texas Music History
Department of History
Texas State University
601 University Drive
San Marcos, TX 78666 U.S.A.

512.245.3749
gh08@txstate.edu
txstate.edu/ctmh
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The Center for Texas Music History is a nonprofit educational 
program designed to help students, scholars and the general public 
better understand how Texas music reflects the richly diverse 
ethnic and cultural heritage of the American Southwest. Founded 
in 1999, the Center has developed a number of very successful 
projects focusing on the preservation and study of Southwestern 
music history. 

In order to continue this success, we need your help. Your 
contribution will help fund publication of The Journal of Texas 

Music History, along with all the other important educational 
projects we have underway.

We are very grateful to the donors listed on this page. They have 
made a personal commitment to preserving the musical heritage 
of the Southwest. Their efforts will help us continue to increase 
awareness of how Texas music represents the unique history and 
culture of our state.

Won’t you join us in promoting the preservation and study of 
Texas music history?
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The originatorsof the Texas Jazz Festival as they made music “on the rock” in Corpus Christy Bay in 1962.  
Courtesy Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr. and the Texas Jazz Festival Archives.

Tejanos and the Making of  
the Texas Jazz Festival, 1959-2013
Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr.
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The originatorsof the Texas Jazz Festival as they made music “on the rock” in Corpus Christy Bay in 1962.  
Courtesy Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr. and the Texas Jazz Festival Archives.

“Vamos, Lupongo. Es gratis.” (“Let’s go, Lupongo. 

It’s free.”) This is how it all started. A simple 

invitation by my sister, Lilonga, to go to a jazz 

festival on a Sunday afternoon at Heritage 

Park in Corpus Christi, a city of just over 300,000 

located on the Texas Gulf Coast about 150 miles 

north of the Mexican border.1 Although I was 

in town only for a few hours, I could not pass 

up the invitation. “A free jazz festival in Corpus,” I 

said to myself. “Why not?” Off we went to enjoy 

the sights and sounds of the Texas Jazz Festival.
Upon arriving, I was surprised not only at the size of the crowd, but at the number of 

Mexican Americans present, both as performers and spectators. Although popular with many 
people, jazz is most often associated with African Americans. In fact, jazz is a truly original 
form of American music that grew mainly out of a combination of such African-American 
styles as blues, gospel, and ragtime.2

Mexican Americans, for the most part, did not play jazz, or at least that is what I believed 
at the time. Furthermore, Tejanos, or Texans of Mexican descent, had developed their own 
musical hybrid known as música Tejana (Texas-Mexican music). Música Tejana, a blending 
of rancheras, canciones, conjunto, and other traditional Mexican folk music idioms with 
such mainstream American musical styles as country, swing, and rock and roll, developed 
throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as Tejanos combined their musical 
traditions with those of other ethnic groups in the Lone Star State. 

South Texas has been the epicenter for the development of música Tejana, and Corpus 
Christi, along with the entire coastal bend area, has produced a number of influential Texas-
Mexican artists, including Tony de la Rosa, Isidro López, and Selena Quintanilla. Música 
Tejana, which is rooted in older Mexican folk music, absorbed the accordion and polka from 
German and Czech immigrants during the nineteenth century and incorporated big band 
swing and rock and roll during the twentieth century. Música Tejana continues to evolve in the 
twenty-first century, with the inclusion of rap, hip hop, and other newer influences from such 
artists as A.B. Quintanilla, Jr., DJ Kane, and Ricky Naranjo.3

Perhaps the presence of so many Mexican-American performers and fans at the Texas Jazz 
Festival should not have come as such a surprise. After all, the centuries-long blending of diverse 
ethnic musical styles into música Tejana is clear evidence that Tejano musicians and audiences 



The Texas Jazz Festival serves as a case study of how Tejanos have 
helped shape the rich and diverse musical heritage of our state and 
how jazz has further transformed the already eclectic and dynamic 
Texas-Mexican genre known as música Tejana.
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in the evenings “at some person’s house” in order to review 
different jazz albums “that the members (would) bring.” Soon, 
however, they decided to invite bands to play at some of their 
events on campus.5 The first musicians they invited were Al 

“Beto” Garcia and his new jazz group, the Al Beto Garcia Jazz 
Sextet. Joe Gallardo, who was Beto Garcia’s nephew, also was a 
member of the Sextet.

In early November, Gallardo called his uncle and invited 
him to perform at Del Mar College in order to give students 
a demonstration of “the fine art of jazz.”6 Eddie Olivares, Sr., 
one of the musicians in Garcia’s group, recalled the invitation.7 

“We were all members of the Musician’s Union, Local 644,” he 
said, “but ‘Beto’ was the leader…. He played at dances and in 
hotels all over town.”8

Beto Garcia agreed to perform at the College, along with 
four other band members: Eddie Olivares, Sr. (trumpet), Joe 

Gallardo (piano and trombone), Sal Pedraza (bass), and Raul 
Cuesta (alto saxophone). The group played at the school’s 
Harvin Student Center on November 9, 1959.9 It was a very 
cold evening, and organizers did not expect a large crowd. As 
Garcia recalled, “It was 32 degrees…so we were expecting 40 
or 50 people from the college…. We were surprised when 
150 people showed up on that cold night.” Eddie Olivares 
also expressed surprise at the size of the crowd. “We were 
flabbergasted that so many people showed up that night in 
the Harvin Center,” he recalled. During the intermission, Red 
Camp, a well-known local jazz pianist, asked if he could sit in. 
Gallardo, who had been playing piano, switched to trombone, 
while Camp took over the keyboards. Olivares recalled that 
the ensemble played Duke Ellington’s signature tune, “Take 
the ‘A’ Train,” as well as “How High the Moon” and “Besame 
Mucho,” among others. The show was such a success that it 
inspired the organizers to plan additional future events.10

Five months later, the jazz club sponsored another concert 
on March 20, 1960.11 Two groups performed that day‒Chester 
Rupe’s All Stars and Al Beto Garcia’s group. Rupe was a 
nationally-acclaimed jazz guitarist who lived in Corpus Christi. 
Five other musicians played with him that Sunday afternoon: 

alike are fond of much more than just polkas and rancheras. 
However, I had never before realized the extent to which Texas 
Mexicans were involved in the state’s vibrant jazz scene.

My curiosity was piqued, and I decided to investigate the 
role Tejanos had played in the origins and evolution of the 
Texas Jazz Festival. I soon discovered that Texas Mexicans not 
only were instrumental in launching the festival, but they 
also were intimately involved with managing and financing 
the annual event, selecting performers, and generally shaping 
the character of the festival as it grew over the decades. 
Furthermore, it became even more evident just how much 
of an impact Tejanos have had, not only on jazz and this 
particular festival, but also on the entire musical landscape of 
Texas. Likewise, jazz and the Texas Jazz Festival itself also had 
a significant impact on the entire Texas-Mexican community 
and its musical development. Consequently, the Texas Jazz 

Festival serves as a case study of how Tejanos have helped 
shape the rich and diverse musical heritage of our state and 
how jazz has further transformed the already eclectic and 
dynamic Texas-Mexican genre known as música Tejana.

More generally speaking, this historical study reflects the 
larger tendency among Mexican Americans to willingly 
embrace other musical genres, to incorporate their own 
musical traditions, and in the process, transform the entire 
musical landscape of the American Southwest and the nation 
as a whole. It is one more example of the creativity, innovation, 
and adaptability demonstrated by Mexican-American 
musicians and audiences throughout the decades.4

The Origins of the Texas Jazz Festival, 
1959-1961

The Texas Jazz Festival debuted in 1961, but the idea for 
the now-popular annual event came about a few years earlier. 
Joe Gallardo and Charles (Skip) Vetters were students at Del 
Mar College in Corpus Christi, and also members of the 
school’s jazz club, which had formed in October 1959 to 
promote the appreciation of jazz on campus. At first, the jazz 
club members had fairly modest goals. They planned to meet 
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Dr. Bob Parker (trumpet), Sal Pedraza (bass), Dr. J. B. Floyd 
(piano), Jack Rumbley (drums), and Joe Gallardo (trombone). 
Beto Garcia’s group included six members, two of whom 
also played with Rupe’s group: Eddie Olivares (trumpet), Sal 
Pedraza (bass), Ralph Duran (piano), Al Beto Garcia (drums), 
Roy Cuesta (sax), and Joe Gallardo (trombone).12 Similar to 
the earlier shows on campus, this concert was a big success, 
attracting more than 350 fans.13

Following the success of the March concert, jazz club 
members eagerly began preparing for the final concert of the 
school year.14 Because of the large crowd expected, Frank 
Hankins, Del Mar’s librarian and a jazz enthusiast himself, 
requested the free use of the College’s Richardson Auditorium, 
which was much larger than the Harvin Student Center. The 
administration agreed, and on Sunday May 1, 1960, the 
jazz club hosted a third concert at Del Mar College. Unlike 
the earlier shows, this concert was held in conjunction with 

Buccaneer Days, an annual city-wide celebration that attracted 
thousands of visitors to Corpus Christi for a variety of musical 
and entertainment activities.15

Three jazz groups performed that Sunday afternoon: Chester 
Rupe and His All Stars, Bobby Galvan and his Octet, and Beto 
Garcia and his Texas Jazz All-Stars.16 Bobby Galvan came from 
a musical family in Corpus Christi. His dad, as well as his 
three brothers, Sammy, Eddie, and Ralph, were all musicians. 
Eddie and Bobby Galvan also founded one of the most 
popular dance halls in Corpus Christi‒the Galvan Ballroom.17 
Garcia, who had played in the first two jazz concerts, appeared 
with his original group but performed under the new name of 
the Texas Jazz All-Stars.18 In addition to Galvan, Rupe, Garcia, 
and their bands, two special guests, George Erwin, a tenor 
saxophonist from Houston, and Ralph Duran, a local pianist 
who was then living in San Antonio, also played.19 The May 
1st concert at Del Mar College attracted an audience of 1,200 
people. According to one journalist, the event was “a smiling, 
hand-clapping, foot-stomping success!”20

The overwhelming success of these three shows convinced 
several people, especially Beto Garcia, that the city was ready 
for additional jazz concerts. Soon after the May event, he and 
some friends decided to establish an organization to promote 
jazz in Corpus Christi. This group eventually became the 

Texas Jazz Festival Society (TJFS).21 One of the TJFS’s first 
decisions was to hold an annual festival, to be formally named 
the Texas Jazz Festival.22 A city-wide jazz festival, Garcia 
believed, would make Corpus Christi “the center of jazz 
influence in the Lone Star State.”23

Garcia asked several of his friends for assistance, including 
Wanda Gregory, a well-known jazz vocalist living in Corpus 
Christi.24 She readily agreed.25 He also sought out others 
who shared his dream of promoting jazz as a unique art 
form and as a means of bringing financial support to the 
local music community. City council and business leaders 
seemed to understand the cultural significance of such an 
event, but they also recognized the economic potential a jazz 
festival would have for boosting the city’s tourist industry. 
One individual in particular, John Nugent, a public relations 
executive with the Corpus Christi Chamber of Commerce, 
offered to help with publicity.26

Once he had garnered support for the upcoming jazz festival, 
Garcia began searching for a location. Del Mar College was 
not an option, because the administration had already decided 
that its facilities would no longer be available.27 However, 
Garcia soon found a suitable site for the concert‒the very 
popular People’s Street T-head in downtown Corpus Christi. 
At that time, the city’s musicians’ union, Local 644, was 
presenting “Sunday-by-the-Sea” concerts on the T-Head, a 
paved pier jutting out into the city’s marina. The city donated 
the site and equipment and the local union paid the musicians 
out of its benefit fund. Garcia approached union officials and 
convinced them to set aside one of the Sunday concerts for 
jazz. They agreed, and this became the location for the first 
annual Texas Jazz Festival.28

Thus with the support of the Chamber of Commerce, city 
leaders, the local union, a dedicated group of volunteers, 
and countless fans, the first annual Texas Jazz Festival took 
place on July 8, 1961, at the band shell on the People’s Street 
T-Head. Five jazz groups performed that day: Red Camp and 
his Group, Bobby Galvan and his Swinging Octet, Al Beto 
Garcia and his Six Sounds, Chester Rupe and his All Stars, 
and Rudy Garcia and his Progressive Latin Rhythms. Three 
guest vocalists‒Wanda Gregory, Jewell King, and Bobby 
Hawks‒also sang.29
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The festival also included an unannounced guest‒Houston 
trumpet player Luis Gasca. Gasca, an emerging Latin jazz artist 
who would soon achieve national and international recognition, 
heard about the festival and arrived unannounced. He 
introduced himself and asked if he could play with one of the 
groups. “We already had begun playing,” Garcia remembered. 
Bobby Galvan, however, quickly offered to give up part of his 
time so that Gasca could play. The audience response to Gasca 
was very enthusiastic. He “stole the show,” Garcia recalled.30

The 1961 jazz festival drew such large crowds that it created 
traffic jams on the streets leading up to the T-Head. Police 
had to be called in to direct traffic leading from Cole Park, 
a seaside park located several miles from the festival site, to 
the Bayfront.31 Within a three year period then, a gathering 
of musicians, led by a few Tejano performers, had organized 
several successful jazz festivals, recruited grassroots business, 
civic, and public support, and laid the foundations for one 
of the most enduring cultural events in the state. Over the 
next several decades, the original founders, in conjunction 
with many jazz fans and volunteers, would institutionalize 
and expand one of the most popular, unique, and innovative, 
entertainment institutions in the Southwest.

The Uniqueness of the Texas Jazz Festival
The Texas Jazz Festival was a community venture supported 

by many individuals, groups, and entities, including Skip 
Vetters, Wanda Gregory, Julia Garcia and such organizations as 
the Corpus Christi Chamber of Commerce, all of whom played 
key roles in the origins and growth of the festival. However, 
a few individuals–the five original founders to be discussed 
below–were key in defining its special character. While the 
founders all agreed to foster an appreciation of the diversity 
of jazz, they made sure that the TJF, unlike other jazz festivals 
throughout the country, was unique in several distinct ways.

First of all, the Texas Jazz Festival had to be free and open to 
the public, so that all individuals, not simply those who were 
familiar with it, could enjoy and learn to appreciate jazz. Beto, 
in particular, argued from the beginning that the TJF had to 
be free “to everyone that digs [jazz]”.32 Even several decades 
later, when the TJF was in debt, and some members believed 
that the only way for the festival to survive was to charge a 
minimal price, Beto Garcia refused, stating that, “as long as I 
am on this earth, there will never be an admission charge.”33 
To this day, the TJF is “the only major jazz festival in the 
world that is free to the public.”34

Second, the festival had to showcase the many local jazz 
musicians, especially those of Mexican descent. One of the 
founders noted in the 1970s that the festival needed to show 
people that Mexican Americans were as talented as anyone 

else and could play any type of music they chose. “I want to 
get my race where they belong,” he said in 1964, “to show the 
world they’re gifted, really good musicians.”35

Finally, the festival needed to demonstrate the powerful 
ways in which Latin rhythms from south of the border were 
incorporated into American jazz. Beto Garcia described this 
unique brand of jazz by saying “We (Latin jazz musicians) blow 
the same jazz they do on the West Coast and then the rhythm 
men throw in those Latin beats…We add a little more to it.”36 

The Texas Jazz Festival: Founding Pioneers
There were five particular individuals who led the way in 

establishing and defining the Texas Jazz Festival: Joe Gallardo, 
Eddie Olivares, Al “Beto” Garcia, Raul Cuesta, and Sal 
Pedraza.37 Gallardo made the phone call to his uncle, Beto 
Garcia, which helped make the very first jazz concert at Del 
Mar College possible. However, Gallardo left Corpus Christi 
soon afterwards in order to pursue his dream of playing jazz 
internationally, although he did return to play the TJF.

Joe Gallardo was born on September 29, 1939, in Corpus 
Christi. At age six, he began taking music lessons from 
his father, Jose A. Gallardo, a piano professor. Eight years 
later, Joe learned to play the trombone and soon joined the 
Corpus Christi Youth Symphony as the first chair and soloist. 
Gallardo attended Del Mar College under a full scholarship. 
During his freshman year, he earned first place in an annual 
competition.38 While in college, he also played with several 
local bands, including Bobby Galvan and his group, Al “Beto” 
Garcia and his All-Stars, and the Corpus Christi Symphony.39

After college, Gallardo joined the Luis Arcaráz Orchestra, 
one of Mexico’s best-known big bands.40 Gallardo also 
performed with the Stan Kenton Orchestra for a short time 
before joining the U.S. Army in 1963. He was stationed in 
Stuttgart, Germany, where he performed with the Seventh 
Army Band and toured throughout Europe. Gallardo later 
recalled, “I met all the band leaders and musicians in Europe,” 
he said. “I made some wonderful contacts.”41

After leaving the military, Gallardo returned to Texas 
for a brief period and played with several Tex-Mex groups, 
including Little Joe y La Familia. In 1974, Gallardo wrote the 
song “Amanecer (Dawn)” for the Mongo Santamaria Band in 
New York. Four years later, the song and album by the same 
name won the Grammy for “Best Latin recording.”42

In 1978, Gallardo returned to Europe and continued 
touring with such prominent American entertainers as Stan 
Kenton, Chet Baker, Lionel Hampton, Stan Getz, Arturo 
Sandoval, Woody Herman, Frank Sinatra, Tony Bennett, Liza 
Minnelli, Peggy Lee, and many others. “The pay is much 
better [in Europe] than in [the United States],” he noted in 
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1980. “[M]usicians also get much more time off, six or eight 
weeks in summer, five in winter, and two in the spring.”43

While in Europe, Gallardo recorded the album Joe Gallardo: 
Latino Blue, which combined Latin and jazz influences into 
what he termed “a fusion of two styles.”44 In 1990, Gallardo 
became a member of the NDR Big Band in Hamburg, 
Germany. In addition to performing, he taught as a music 
professor in Germany until 2006, when he retired. 45

Years earlier, while still students at Del Mar College, Joe 
Gallardo, Skip Vetters, and several others, discussed the idea 
of establishing an organization that would promote jazz music 
in Corpus Christi. “My conception of jazz,” Gallardo said in 
2009, “has always been to include everybody that plays jazz 
and to bring in people from other cities like Houston that 
could collaborate, hear others play and learn.”46 By launching 
the Texas Jazz Festival, Gallardo, Vetters, and their fellow 
jazz enthusiasts created an event in Corpus Christi at which 
musicians could collaborate and innovate while performing 
different styles of jazz.

Sal Pedraza and Raul Cuesta also played important roles in 
starting the Texas Jazz Festival. Pedraza began as a French horn 
player, but when Beto Garcia needed a bass player, Pedraza 
switched to bass. He played for years with the Corpus Christi 

Symphony and led his own jazz group, Bossa Tres. Pedraza 
and his wife, Tana, designed, built, and installed the jazz-
themed stage backdrop that was used during the earlier Texas 
Jazz Festivals. Raul Cuesta, who was born into a prominent 
musical family, quickly became an accomplished saxophone 
player. In 1966, he moved to Houston, where he worked with 
many notable musicians. However, Cuesta regularly returned 
to Corpus Christi to play the Texas Jazz Festival. Both Pedraza 
and Cuesta donated their time and talents to promoting jazz 
and the TJF throughout the state.47 Pedraza died in 1991 and 
Cuesta in 2006.48 

Undoubtedly, the two most influential founding members 
of the Texas Jazz Festival were Al “Beto” Garcia and Eddie 
Olivares, Sr. Garcia was born in 1928 to a family of jazz 
musicians. His father, Alberto Garcia, started the Alberto 
Garcia Jazz Band in 1924. Beto Garcia’s mom was a vocalist 
and pianist and occasionally played drums in her husband’s 
group. During the Great Depression of the 1930s, Garcia’s 
parents played at a North Beach nightclub to earn extra 
money. All of their sons, including Beto, Manuel, Pete, and 
Rudy, became successful jazz musicians. 

Beto Garcia began as a trumpet player, but during a rehearsal 
with Eddie Olivares, Sr. and Tony Hernandez, Garcia was 

Sal Pedraza, Bass; Eddie Olivares, Trumpet; Joe Gallardo, Trombone; Raul Cuesta, Alto Sax. July 4, 1961. 
Courtesy Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr. and the Texas Jazz Festival Archives.



As a child, Eddie Olivares taught himself to play trumpet by watching 
his father perform.
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asked to play drums, since the drummer had not shown up. 
From that moment on, Garcia made the drums his primary 
instrument.49 In 1956, he formed his own group–the Al “Beto” 
Garcia Jazz Sextet. Its members included Joe Gallardo on 
trombone, Eddie Olivares on trumpet, Raul Cuesta on alto 
sax, Sal Pedraza on bass, Ralph Duran on piano, and Garcia 
on drums. With the exception of Duran, this was the group 
that eventually played the first jazz concert at Del Mar College, 
thereby helping lay the foundation for the Texas Jazz Festival.

Two of Garcia’s biggest musical influences were Pablo 
Ruiz and Luis Arcaráz. Ruiz, a Mexican composer and band 
leader, was considered by many to be “the Stan Kenton of 
Mexico.”50 Arcaráz led one of the most popular orchestras 
in Mexico during the 1940s and 1950s. Unlike many of his 
contemporaries, he did not play Latin rhythms. Instead, he 
performed mostly American and Mexican pop songs. Arcaráz 
developed a large following throughout Latin America and in 

the United States as well during the late 1940s and early 1950s, 
earning him the nickname, the “Glen Miller of Mexico.”51

Beto Garcia drew his musical inspiration from a variety 
of sources, but jazz remained his primary interest. He was 
convinced that the jazz found throughout South Texas was 
unique, in that it incorporated certain Texas, Mexican, and 
Latin American influences not found in other regions. As Garcia 
said at the second annual jazz festival in 1962, “we think Latin 
rhythms are ideally suited to both a steady beat and a wide 
range of creative improvisation…and we find the Latin mood 
adds a new dimension to our sound…. It’s jazz all the way, but 
you can still feel the influence of our Mexican heritage.”52 

Beto Garcia was the driving force behind the Texas Jazz 
Festival, especially in the early years. He and his wife, Julia, 
worked tirelessly for decades to secure sponsors, performers, 
and venues for the festival. As one source noted, Beto “remains 
the backbone of the festival and the Jazz Society by being 
an active Board Member for Life, not missing any meetings, 
monthly concerts or festivals.” Because of his lifetime devotion 
to promoting jazz in the region, Garcia was inducted into the 
South Texas Music Walk of Fame in 2006, some eight years 
before his death on March 3, 2014.53

Another key founding member of the Texas Jazz Festival 
was Edward (Eddie) Garza Olivares, Sr.54 Olivares was born 

February 28, 1931, in Mercedes, Texas. His father was a 
violinist in a jazz band in the early 1940s. Olivares’s uncle was 
the famed saxophonist Ernie Caceres, who played with the 
Glenn Miller Orchestra on such hits as “In the Mood.”55

As a child, Eddie Olivares taught himself to play trumpet by 
watching his father perform. 

In 1946, when Eddie Olivares was a seventh-grader at 
Northside Junior High School, his brother bought him a 
trumpet. Olivares went on to join a local group and play his 
first gig at The Golden Triangle, a nightclub located in the 
Westside area of Corpus Christi. The band eventually began 
performing there on weekends.56

After graduating from high school, Olivares attended Del 
Mar College, which offered musical scholarships as a way 
to attract students to perform at football games and other 
school activities. Accepting this scholarship was difficult for 
Olivares, because he was already earning good money working 

in nightclubs around town. Nevertheless, he worked hard to 
balance both his academic and musical careers and graduated 
from Del Mar College in 1952. Afterwards, he enrolled in 
the U.S. Army for two years. Following his military service, 
Olivares attended North Texas State (now the University of 
North Texas) in Denton and The University of Texas at Austin, 
earning a bachelor of music degree in 1956 and a master of 
music degree in 1961.

After college, Olivares taught music in Laredo, Texas, for 
two years before returning to Corpus Christi. He worked at 
Sundeen Junior High School for several years, and, in 1967, 
he transferred to Moody High School, where he conducted 
the school band. Although this was the late 1960s, and the big 
band era was long past its peak, Olivares made sure to teach 
his students jazz and swing tunes. He also served as director 
of the jazz ensemble, as well as an instructor of jazz history at 
Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi. Olivares retired from 
the public school system in 1991 but continued teaching jazz 
history at A&M while also performing locally.

Olivares absorbed a variety of musical influences while 
growing up. His father and brother introduced him to jazz and 
big band swing music.57 Over the decades, Olivares fronted 
his own dance band or performed in bands that backed up 
well-known musicians, including Tony Bennett, Julio Iglesias, 
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and Vickie Carr. He also performed with the Corpus Christi 
Symphony Orchestra, the Corpus Christi Municipal Band, 
and various local jazz and dance ensembles. As one of the 
founders of the Texas Jazz Festival, Olivares performed there 
for many years with the TJF All-Stars, a quintet composed of 
the five original festival founders. Likewise, he directed the 
inter-denominational jazz choir for three decades, beginning 
in 1973. In 2009, he was inducted into the Water Street Walk 
of Fame, located in Corpus Christi.58

Olivares shared Beto Garcia’s dream of promoting a jazz 
festival in Corpus Christi, which would showcase the talents 
of local musicians. “We were feeling way back we wanted to 
promote South Texas jazz and its Latin sound,” said Olivares. 

“We wanted to help put Corpus Christi on the map through 
music and we wanted to push jazz education for the young to 
perpetuate jazz here.”59 By helping organize and perpetuate 

the TJF, he did just that. Through his efforts and those of his 
fellow jazz musicians, Garcia helped increase local awareness 
and interest in jazz. The growing popularity of the festival 
and its many activities, such as the jazz cruise, jazz mass, jazz 
clinics, and jazz concerts, showed that others besides the 
original founders of the TJF also appreciated this music.

During the next several decades, the Texas Jazz Festival 
established a growing presence in the cultural life of Corpus 
Christi. Although it did not have a permanent home or a 
strong financial base until the 1990s, the festival continued to 
grow in popularity. One of the major reasons for this was the 
musicians who attended. Originally, the festival was intended 
to showcase local jazz musicians, but after 1968, it also began 
to feature such nationally prominent jazz artists as Stan Kenton. 

Since the Texas Jazz Festival had very little funding in the 
late 1960s, organizers hoped to persuade Stan Kenton to 
perform for free. When Beto Garcia spoke to Kenton, he 
informed him that the TJF had no money to pay him. “[I]n 
fact,” Garcia told him, “we don’t have a penny to our names.” 

“But we believe in miracles,” he added. “We want you. We 
need you.” To everyone’s surprise, Kenton agreed to perform 
without his group for only “$750 plus plane fare.” “We’ll raise 
it,” Garcia said. “I don’t know how, but we’ll raise it.” The 
TJF did raise the money, and Kenton appeared as the festival’s 
headliner in 1968.60

Stan Kenton’s performance at the TJF elevated the event’s 
stature in the jazz world and convinced the organizers to do 
whatever was necessary to try and recruit other high-profile 
jazz musicians. Soon the festival was regularly featuring a 
number of prominent artists, including Clark Terry of The 
Tonight Show Band, who headlined in 1969 and again in 
1977. Al Hirt, the world-famous jazz trumpeter, performed 
at the 11th annual Texas Jazz Festival in 1971. Others who 
have appeared over the years include Cal Tjader, G.T.Hogan, 
Arnet Cobb, Jimmy Ford, Tony Campise, Warren Covington, 
Marian McPartland, Mary Lou Williams, Evelyn Blakey, Conte 
Candoli, Plas Johnson, Dick Hyman, Milt Hinton, Bobby 
Rosengarden, Spyro Gyra, Carl Fontana, David “Fathead” 
Newman, Frank Rosolino, Brian Torff, Horace Grigsby, Bu 
Pleasant, Kirk Whalum, Buddy DeFranco, Terry Gibbs, Jake 
Hanna, Hank Jones, Zoot Sims, and Monty Budwig.

In keeping with the bi-cultural character of the festival, 
many prominent Latino artists have also appeared. Among 
the best-known are Pablo Beltrán Ruiz y su Orquesta (Sinaloa, 
Mexico), Luis Arcaráz y su Orquesta (Mexico City, Mexico), 
Claudio Rosas and his Orchestra (Tampico, México), Emilio 
Caceres (San Antonio, Texas), Luis Gasca (Los Angeles, 
California), and Adela Dalto (New York City). The Texas 
Jazz Festival also showcased a variety of musicians from high 
schools, universities, and communities across the state and 
beyond. These included the Alamo City Dixieland Band, The 
University of Texas at Austin Jazz Orchestra, the Southwest 
Missouri State University Jazz Ensemble, The High School for 
the Visual and Performing Arts jazz band from Houston, the 
Airmen of Note (an Armed Forces jazz group), Paco Jiménez 
Band (Tampico, Mexico), Claudio Rosas y Su Orquesta 
(Tampico, Mexico), and the Ray Barrera Orchestra (Reynosa, 
Mexico). Such popular local jazz vocalists as Horace Grigsby, 
Jewell King, Wanda Gregory, Corolyn Blanchard, Bu Pleasant, 
Curt Warren, Fattburger, Jimmy Ford, and Richard Elliot also 
performed at the Texas Jazz Festival.61

Dozens of musicians performed regularly at the Texas Jazz 
Festival over the decades, and a significant number of these 
were Mexican Americans. Some of the “regulars” were Chester 
Rupe and his band and Tony Campise. Among the Mexican-
American regulars were Beto Garcia and the Texas Jazz 
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Festival All-Stars, a variety of bands that included the Galvan 
brothers (Eddie, Bobby, and Ralph), Rene Sandoval and the 
Houstonians, and Shorty Lupe and his group.

In addition, the Texas Jazz Festival featured many 
younger musicians over the decades as a way to cultivate an 
appreciation for jazz among the youth. During the 1990s 
and early 2000s, the festival invited some of the children and 
grandchildren of the founders to perform, including Beto 
Garcia’s grandsons, Jon and Michael Perez.

Institutionalization and Expansion of the 
Texas Jazz Festival, 1962-2011

Between 1960 and 1999, the Texas Jazz Festival overcame 
several significant challenges to become one of the city’s 
most important cultural events and to earn national and 
international recognition. The first major accomplishment 

took place in 1968, when the Texas Jazz Festival Society (TJFS) 
was incorporated as a non-profit organization. Beto Garcia, 
Bill Hipp, Virgil Howard, Eddie Olivares, Sal Pedraza, and 
Wanda Gregory are listed as the incorporators of the TJFS. 
Gregory especially played a crucial role in organizing members, 
articulating the society’s goals, and working with others to 
develop the articles of incorporation. Virgil Howard, a pro bono 
attorney for the TJFS, assisted in writing the bylaws.

Among the TJFS’s primary goals were “to promote and 
present the performance of live jazz as an American art form; 
to showcase local and area talent; to foster tourism in the city 
of Corpus Christi; to encourage and aid in the education of 
young jazz artists; and to promote and present the annual 
Texas Jazz Festival free of charge so that all citizens of South 
Texas might enjoy the best in American Jazz.”62

On the People’s Street T-Head in July of 1962. Courtesy Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr. and the Texas Jazz Festival Archives.
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The incorporation of the TJFS proved crucial for the 
survival and growth of the Texas Jazz Festival. The TJFS 
provided a mechanism for promoting jazz in the Corpus 
Christi area and for raising money to fund the festival on 
an ongoing basis. Once established, the society successfully 
organized and managed the annual Texas Jazz Festival, as well 
as other events held throughout the city.

The TJFS accomplished its second major goal in late 1999, 
which was establishing a permanent location for the Texas Jazz 
Festival. From its origins as a jazz concert at Del Mar College, 
the festival moved from one venue to another between 1961 
and 1999. The first three concerts in 1959 and 1960 were 
held in two different locations at Del Mar College. In 1961 
and 1962, the festivals took place at the city’s T-Heads, a 
popular tourist spot on the Corpus Christi Marina.

In 1963, the Texas Jazz Festival moved to the Memorial 
Coliseum, a large indoor facility located on the Corpus 
Christi bayfront. The Coliseum was home to the festival for 
the following 24 years. In 1988, the festival relocated to the 
new Watergarden of the Bayfront Plaza Convention Center, 
a beautiful pavilion next to the Corpus Christi Convention 
Center. The festival remained there for several years until 
the city passed an ordinance forbidding large festivals on 
its grounds.63 In 1994, the festival returned to Memorial 
Coliseum, where it remained until 1997.

In 1998, the Texas Jazz Festival finally found a permanent 
home at Heritage Park in downtown Corpus Christi. The 
site of 12 historic Victorian houses preserved from Corpus 
Christi’s early years, Heritage Park features an award-winning 
community center that provides a variety of programs 
throughout the year showcasing the artistic and cultural 
diversity of South Texas.64 Heritage Park has provided a 
beautiful and highly functional setting for the long-term 
relocation and expansion of the festival.

Over the years, the Texas Jazz Festival has expanded its list 
of activities and attracted ever larger crowds. It grew from 
a one-day festival with a single stage in 1961 to a three-day 
event with three stages by 1988. Attendance increased from 
around 300 in 1961 to over 17,000 in 1987.65 With its 1987 
move from the Coliseum to the Watergarden of the Bayfront 
Plaza Convention Center, the TJF also began providing 
continuous entertainment at different venues throughout the 
city, featuring as many as 24 jazz groups performing for free. 
Organizers also decided to move the festival from July to the 
cooler month of October, as a way of attracting more people. 

Throughout the 1990s, the Texas Jazz Festival continued 
to grow in size and popularity. In 1993, for instance, some 
43 bands participated in the 33rd Annual Festival, including 
Beto y los Fairlanes and Plas Johnson. The following year, 

the Festival moved back to the Coliseum, where performers 
included prominent saxophonist Kirk Whalum, legendary 
drummer Louis Bellson, and renowned trumpeter Marvin 
Stamm. It was around this time that organizers added a 
third stage in order to accommodate growing crowds and an 
increasing influx of tourists.

During the early twenty-first century, the number of bands 
performing surpassed 50. Organizers also added more food 
options and more arts and crafts vendors, and the scope of 
activities expanded to include jazz cruises, jazz masses, and 
jazz workshops. This helped increase attendance to over 
45,000 by 2002.66

The Jazz Mass, 1973-2013
One of the most unique and popular events to grow 

out of the Texas Jazz Festival has been the Jazz Mass. Beto 
Garcia and Eddie Olivares had always believed that the 
music they loved—jazz—was a “gift” from God, for which 
they should demonstrate their gratitude through religious 
celebration.67 Consequently, they decided to start a “jazz mass” 
in 1976, which Olivares explained would be “a true liturgical 
celebration of the Roman Catholic Mass. It is prayer, praise 
and worship.”68 

The typical Catholic Mass is divided into two parts, the first 
being instructional with readings from the Bible. The second 
part takes place after the sermon and is a remembrance of the 
Last Supper. The jazz mass built on this model but also added 
music to the service. “We are not free to do just anything we 
want,” Olivares noted, however “the musicians are professional 
musicians and the music played is appropriate to the order of 
the Mass.”69

The Jazz Mass was first performed as a Christmas Midnight 
Mass in 1973 at Holy Cross Church, a small Catholic church 
located in the northern part of the city. The majority of those 
attending the church were working-class African Americans. 
The use of jazz in the Catholic mass made this event unique. 

“The spirituality of the Mass is upbeat, which is a little 
different for a Catholic Mass,” said Marsha Hardeman, a 
member of the Holy Cross Church and co-director of its choir 
for many decades. According to Hardeman, the Jazz Mass was 
very uplifting and participants found the Mass to be a joyful 
experience.70 

Anne Dodson, a parishioner at Holy Cross Church, 
initiated this effort to have a jazz mass in the early 1970s. 
She approached Pastor Father Jerome Capone from Holy 
Cross Church and told him that a jazz mass might lead to a 
more meaningful and stirring liturgy. Father Capone agreed 
and asked Eddie Olivares to lead a Christmas performance 
of Father Clarence Rivers’s mass titled “Mass for the 
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Brotherhood of Man.”71 Rivers’s work was a jazz-inspired 
musical composition that integrated religious chants, hymns 
and sacred songs with jazz, gospel, and Negro spirituals.72 
Olivares agreed to do this and helped form a choir made up 
of parishioners, which he directed and invited some friends 
to play, including pianist Lloyd Whitley and Beto Garcia.73 
The jazz mass enjoyed tremendous success that evening and 
soon led to a significant increase in Sunday attendance at Holy 
Cross Church. 

Choir co-director, Marsha Hardeman, was “just a kid” in 
1973, when she sang in the first Jazz Mass.74 As she later 
recalled, “It was like one big happy family…. Back then the 
parish was thriving and people would come from all over 
the city to worship.” “As a result,” she says, “we became 
more multiethnic.”75 In 1975, after another performance of 
Rivers’s mass, Father Thomas Meaney, pastor of Holy Cross 
Church, suggested that the Jazz Mass be performed on Sunday 
morning as part of the Texas Jazz Festival. Organizers agreed, 
and the following year started a new tradition of holding the 
Jazz Mass on the Sunday morning of the festival.76

Because of the popularity of the Jazz Mass, more non-
parishioners began joining the choir. By 1975, it included 
singers and musicians from other parishes and denominations, 

including members of the Texas Jazz Festival Society. In order 
to better reflect the growing number of non-parishioners 
and even non-Catholics, organizers named the ensemble the 
Corpus Christi Interdenominational Choir. 

The Interdenominational Choir sang at the Jazz Mass and 
also performed at other events. By 1977, for example, the choir 
had presented concert performances of the “Mass of (sic) the 
Brotherhood of Man” at the Front Porch, a special events stage 
at the Corpus Christi Museum, the South Christian Church, 
the Greenwood Public Library, the Wesley Methodist Church, 
and other Catholic churches in the area.77 On Sunday, October 
23, 1977, the choir sang the Jazz Mass at the Corpus Christi 
Museum, with nearly 100 people in attendance. A few jazz 
musicians, including Eddie Olivares, accompanied the choir. 
The performers sat on the museum’s stage, which resembled the 
front porch of a nineteenth-century home. As one journalist 
reported, those artists who performed with the choir “increased 
the feeling of a neighborhood festival by melting into the 
crowd after the Mass.”78

In 1978, the choir presented Rivers’s mass in at least two 
different locations. The first took place at the Front Porch on 
February 21, while the second occurred at Holy Cross Church 
on Sunday, July 11, with Pastor Meaney presiding. On this 

Jazz concert at Del Mar College. Courtesy Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr. and the Texas Jazz Festival Archives.



Tejanos and the Making of the Texas Jazz Festival, 

1959-2013

19

day, the choir sang, and a jazz combo comprised of Beto 
Garcia on drums, Eddie Olivares on trumpet, Bobby Garcia 
on piano, and Raul Rios on saxophone, performed. Ruby 
Melton and Eddie Olivares directed the group.79

In the years to come, the Jazz Mass became increasingly 
popular. Prominent musicians from across the country heard 
about it and wanted to participate. In addition to some of 
the Texas Jazz Festival founders already mentioned, renowned 
Austin saxophonist Tony Campise, Charlie Prause, and vocalist 
Horace Grigsby, both from Houston, and Carolyn Blanchard 
played at the Jazz Mass. Other well-known artists who 
performed included Clark Terry, Frank Rosolino, and Louis 
Bellson. Erin Wright, a popular bass player from Houston, 
said that she stopped “hanging out” with other musicians after 
the Saturday night festival performances so that she would not 
miss the Sunday morning mass. Wright attended several of the 
masses and eventually performed in the 1995 Jazz Mass.80

Other parishes throughout Corpus Christi invited the 
choir and jazz musicians to play in their churches. In order to 
accommodate all of these requests, the mass moved to different 
locations around the city. Between 1975 and 2012, it was 
performed at Holy Cross Church, Corpus Christi Cathedral, 
St. Patricks’ Church (1986), Watergarden Bayfront Convention 
Center Plaza, Memorial Coliseum, Del Mar College, and Most 
Precious Blood Catholic Church. (See Appendix A for the 
various locations of Jazz Mass performances.)

The Jazz Mass also was performed at Corpus Christi 
Cathedral on special occasions. For example, in 1979, Mary 
Lou Williams agreed to come to the Jazz Festival and perform 
her mass. Williams was an American jazz pianist, composer, 
and arranger who wrote, arranged, and recorded hundreds 
of songs. One of her recordings, Music for Peace, came to be 
known as “Mary Lou’s Mass.”81 Williams rehearsed with the 
choir at Holy Cross, but, in order to accommodate the crowd 
that was expected, the mass took place at the larger Corpus 
Christi Cathedral. Williams hoped to return to Corpus Christi 
to perform her mass at Holy Cross, but she died in 1981 
before she could fulfill that wish.

In 1983, the Jazz Mass again moved from Holy Cross 
Church to Corpus Christi Cathedral for another special 
occasion. In this case, Charlie Prause, a Houston jazz musician, 
had composed what he called “The Mass of Corpus Christi.” 
He performed the mass with an orchestra made up of trumpet, 
trombone, French horn, tuba, tympani, chimes, saxophone, 
flute, and a rhythm section. Prause’s “Mass of Corpus Christi” 
was very successful, drawing a large and enthusiastic crowd. 

In 1985, the Jazz Mass returned to Holy Cross Church. 
Along with his wife, Ginny, Bob McAuliffe, a well-known 
jazz musician who was suffering from terminal cancer, wrote 

a new mass for Corpus Christi. Bu Pleasant, a renowned jazz 
pianist, performed the McAuliffes’ “Mass of Faith” to a large 
audience.82 To accommodate the overflow crowd, organizers 
set up a closed circuit television to broadcast the mass as it was 
being performed to the nearby parish hall.83

In 1993, Father Frank J. Coco, a Jesuit retreat master and 
jazz clarinetist stationed in Louisiana, celebrated the Jazz 
Mass for the first time. Father Coco began to play the clarinet 
and saxophone at age 13 during the Great Depression of the 
1930s. Four years later, he joined the priesthood and entered 
the Jesuit Seminary in Grand Coteau, Louisiana. In the 1960s, 
he met the jazz clarinetist, Pete Fountain, at the bandleader’s 
Bourbon Street club in New Orleans. Fountain invited him 
to play and was very impressed with his musical skills. “If 
the ‘Jesuit Jazzman’ had not chosen the priesthood,” Fountain 
noted, “he would have been a professional musician.”84 
From 1993 until his death in 2006, Father Coco celebrated 
or assisted in celebrating the Jazz Mass, always closing the 
service with his rendition of the hymn, “Just a Closer Walk 
with Thee.” Father Coco was eventually named the official 
Chaplain of the Texas Jazz Festival Society.85

Conclusion
Texas-Mexican musicians have always drawn from a broad 

array of influences to shape their own music. As shown 
in this essay, jazz has also been an important part of the 
musical repertoire of Tejano musicians. This brief history has 
highlighted the important role that Tejanos have played in 
founding and perpetuating one of the most popular musical 
festivals in the state over the past 50 years—the Texas Jazz 
Festival. By helping to create and popularize this festival, 
Tejanos contributed in their own distinct ways to shaping the 
contours and content of jazz in the Lone Star State. Texas jazz, 
i.e., jazz infused with Latin rhythms, grew in popularity as a 
result of Tejano participation in this festival, ultimately adding 
to the complex mosaic of ethnic musical styles found in Texas.86

This case study is more than simply a history of a musical 
festival. It is also about the vital role that Tejanos have played 
in shaping Texas music and a reminder of how the many 
contributions made by Tejanos to Texas music are often 
overlooked or under-recognized. This article also highlights 
the long-standing willingness among Tejanos to embrace 
other musical styles, incorporate their own influences, and, 
in the process, reshape the entire musical landscape of the 
American Southwest.H
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Appendix A: Locations of Various  
Jazz Mass Performances
1973 Christmas Midnight Mass, Holy Cross Church
1974 Christmas Midnight mass, Holy Cross Church
1975 Easter Sunday, Holy Cross Church 

Father Thomas Meaney, its pastor, was the celebrant.
CC Interdenominational Choir formed, Dir. Eddie 
Olivares, assisted by Ruby Melton for one year. 

1976 Holy Cross Church
1977 Holy Cross*
1978 Holy Cross*
1979 Corpus Christi Cathedral  

Mary Lou Williams performs Mary Lou’s Mass 
1980 Holy Cross*
1981 Holy Cross*
1982 Holy Cross*
1983 Corpus Christi Cathedral 

Charlie Prause performs Mass of Corpus Christi with 
brass choir.

1984 Holy Cross Church
1985 Holy Cross Church 

Bob McAuliffe’s Mass of Faith performed with Bu 
Pleasant, a renowned jazz pianist. A closed circuit 
television picture of the mass was transmitted to the 
nearby parish hall.

1986 St. Patrick’s Church (NEW LOCATION W/IN 
PARISH 
St. Patrick’s pastor Msgr. Patrick Higgins was celebrant.

1987 Watergarden, Bayfront Plaza
1988 Watergarden, Bayfront Plaza 

Celebrant, Most Rev Curtis J. Guillory, S.V.D., 
Auxiliary Bishop of the Galveston-Houston Diocese. 
Group: 5 of 7 TJF founders: Joe Gallardo, Beto Garcia, 
Wanda Gregory, Sal Pedraza, and Eddie Olivares.

1989 front yard of Holy Cross Church 
Celebrant: Rev. Wolfgang Mims (Victoria),  
Msgr. Robert Freemen, pastor, Holy Cross Church at 
that time, con-celebrant.

1990 Watergarden, Bayfront Plaza 
1991 Watergarden, Bayfront Plaza
1992 Watergardem. Bayfront Plaza
1993 Watergardem. Bayfront Plaza 

Celebrant: Father Frank J. Coco, a Jesuit retreat master 
and jazz clarinetist stationed in Louisiana. He was 
eventually named the official Chaplain of the TJFS.

1994 Memorial Coliseum 
Celebrant: Bishop James Tamayo, Auxiliary Bishop of 
Galveston-Houston.87 Attendance: 4,500.

1995 Memorial Coliseum 

Celebrant: Bishop Roberto Gonzalez, newly appointed 
Bishop of the Diocese of Corpus Christi.88 The 
Coliseum was filled to capacity.

1996 Memorial Coliseum 
Bishop Roberto Gonzalez returned to celebrate the 
mass. 

1997 Cole Park Amphitheater 
Celebrant: Father Coco, with Msgr. Higgins, now 
pastor of Holy Cross Church, con-celebrant

1998 Watergarden, Bayfront Plaza 
Celebrant: Father Coco with Msgr. Higgins, pastor of 
Holy Cross Church, con-celebrant

1999 Bayfront Convention Center Plaza 
Celebrant: Father Coco with Msgr. Higgins, pastor of 
Holy Cross Church, con-celebrant. The TJFS did not 
co-sponsor the Jazz Mass as it had in recent years.89

2000 Oct. 22, Sunday90 25th anniversary of Jazz Mass91 
Location: Bayfront Plaza Convention Center 
Celebrant: Rev. Coco & Monsignor Patrick Higgins 
Singers: Jazz Mass Choir, directed by Eddie Olivares; 
guest director; Johnni Cavazos; assistant director 
Marsha Hardeman

2001 Watergarden, Bayfront Plaza
2002 Watergarden, Bayfront Plaza
2003 Del Mar College, Richardson Auditorium
2004 Most Precious Blood Church
2005 Most Precious Blood Church
2006 Most Precious Blood Church
2007 Most Precious Blood Church
2008 Most Precious Blood Church
2009 Most Precious Blood Church
2010 Most Precious Blood Church
2011 Oct. 23, Sunday92 

Location: Bayfront Plaza Convention Center (?) 
Celebrant: Monsignor Roger Smith of St. Patrick 
Church; Frank Martinez, chaplain, Christus Spohn 
Health System, guest speaker 
Singers: 30-member choir directed by Marsha 
Hardeman 
Musicians: Eddie Olivares, Jr. on tenor sax, Michael K. 
Perez on piano, E. Olivares on trumpet & thee others 
on guitar, bass & drums

2012 Oct. 21, Sunday93 
Location: Most Precious Blood Church 
Celebrant: Bishop Wm. Michael Mulvey 
Singers: The Holy Cross Choir and Carolyn Blanchard 
Musicians: Texas Jazz Festival musicians

2013 Oct. 20, Sunday94 

Location: St. Pius X Church
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The Original Stamps Quartet: Palmer Wheeler, Roy Wheeler, Dwight Brock, Odis Echols, and Frank Stamps. 
Courtesy of Crossroads of Music Archive, Southwest Collection/Special Collections Library, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas, Echols Family Collection, AV006.
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The Original Stamps Quartet: Palmer Wheeler, Roy Wheeler, Dwight Brock, Odis Echols, and Frank Stamps. 
Courtesy of Crossroads of Music Archive, Southwest Collection/Special Collections Library, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas, Echols Family Collection, AV006.

Diverse forms of religious music have always 

been important to the cultural fabric of the Lone 

Star State. In both black and white communities, 

gospel music has been an influential genre in 

which many musicians received some of their 

earliest musical training. Likewise, many Texans 

have played a significant role in shaping the 

national and international gospel music scenes.
Despite the importance of gospel music in Texas, little scholarly attention has been 

devoted to this popular genre. Through the years, gospel has seen stylistic changes and the 
development of subgenres. This article focuses on the subgenre of Southern gospel music, also 
commonly known as quartet music. While it is primarily an Anglo style of music, Southern 
gospel influences are multicultural. Southern gospel is performed over a wide geographic 
area, especially in the American South and Southwest, although this study looks specifically at 
developments in Northwest Texas during the early twentieth century.

Organized efforts to promote Southern gospel began in 1910 when James D. Vaughn 
established a traveling quartet to help sell his songbooks.1 The songbooks were written with 
shape-notes, part of a religious singing method based on symbols rather than traditional 
musical notation. In addition to performing, gospel quartets often taught music in peripatetic 
singing schools using the shape-note method.

The roots of shape-note singing lie in English country parish singing, which began to take 
hold in America with the publication of James Lyon’s Urania in 1764 and William Billings’s 
The New England Psalm Singer in 1770. However, the first shape-note book, The Easy Instructor 
by William Smith and William Little, appeared in 1801. In 1844, the Sacred Harp singing 
tradition began with the publishing of Benjamin Franklin White and Elisha J. King’s The Sacred 
Harp.2 The Sacred Harp tradition, also commonly known as Fasola, is still popular in America, 
and many events and conventions take place throughout the country each year. The advantage 
to shape-notes is that they help singers easily find song pitches without using the more complex 
key signature method. The shape-note system is commonly based on two structures—four 
notes or seven notes—and Southern gospel quartets utilize the seven-note system.3

Figure 1. Seven Shape-Notes Symbols

Do Re Mi Fa So La Ti



The shape-note instruction method helped promote white Southern 
gospel, increased book sales, and boosted concert attendance in 
rural areas.
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been obscure at best. This obscurity may be due to the fact 
that gospel and popular secular music were not as categorical 
in the early twentieth century as they are today. However, 
popular secular music often overshadows its counterpart from 
that era. Many members of Lubbock-area gospel quartets 
traveled extensively throughout West Texas, teaching both 
secular and religious music to countless people and helping 
launch numerous musical careers. For example, Pop Echols 
was instrumental in developing the performing career of 
Charlene Condray Hancock, Tommy Hancock’s wife and 
member of several groups, including the Roadside Playboys, 
The Supernatural Family Band, and the Texana Dames. Until 
recently, only people closely associated with the Lubbock Texas 
Quartet knew the identities of the men who performed in the 
group or that it recorded for Columbia Records. Although 

the Lubbock Texas Quartet and Pop Echols’s “afterbeats” or 
“backfire” rhythmic counterpoint style of gospel music waned 
in popularity over the years, they remain an important part 
of the musical fabric of West Texas. The main purpose of this 
article is to shed light on the Lubbock Texas Quartet, Odis 

“Pop” Echols, and their important role in the musical history of 
the Lone Star State. 

From the late 1920s until the early 1940s, the quartet 
included a variety of members and performed under several 
different names, including the Lubbock Quartet, the Lubbock 
Stamps Quartet, and the Lubbock County Quartet. Many of 
the members of the Lubbock and Lubbock Stamps Quartets 
are known, and it is evident that some of them performed on 
the aforementioned Columbia record. Despite their initial 
success with Columbia, the quartet never released additional 
recordings under any variation of the name. 

Nonetheless, the popularity of gospel music on the High 
Plains had taken root even earlier. During the 1910s and 
1920s several vocal groups became popular in Lubbock, and 
some members of the Lubbock Texas Quartet performed 
with these groups, or on programs with them. Some of the 
early quartets had formal names for their groups, while others 
did not. The most popular groups from 1919 to 1927 seem 
to have had one thing in common: the music and business 
acumen of Tony Q. Dyess. Through his associations with 

The shape-note instruction method helped promote white 
Southern gospel, increased book sales, and boosted concert 
attendance in rural areas. As the popularity of shape-note 
singing grew, such publishers as the Stamps-Baxter Music and 
Printing Company followed in Vaughn’s footsteps to satisfy 
the demand for songbooks. In its heyday during the 1930s 
and 1940s, Stamps-Baxter, whose main offices were in Dallas, 
became one of the largest gospel music publishers in the world 
and sponsored numerous quartets, including the Lubbock 
Texas Quartet, a group that achieved substantive regional 
success in an area stretching from eastern New Mexico to 
western Arkansas. In addition, the group attained a degree of 
national recognition with the second-best-selling record for 
Columbia’s Hillbilly Series in 1930: Side A featured “Turn 
Away”; Side B, “O Mother How We Miss You.” Evidence 

suggests that this was the first recording for a major label by a 
Lubbock-based group and may have been the first recording of 
any Lubbock musicians.4 

The record was made possible by the group’s connection 
with people such as Odis “Pop” Echols. Echols was a member 
of the original Stamps Quartet. The original Stamps Quartet 
recorded “Give the World a Smile,” most likely the first gospel 
record to achieve “gold” status (meaning that it sold at least 
500,000 copies), which was recorded under the supervision 
of famous producer Ralph Peer. Many people are familiar 
with the quartet that became known as J.D. Sumner and the 
Stamps, which sang with Elvis Presley in the 1970s. Echols 
was also part of the live music show The Red River Valley 
Roundup in Shreveport, Louisiana, that was a precursor to The 
Louisiana Hayride. He often shared the bill with such stars as 
Pee Wee King and Eddy Arnold, and he also performed for 
dignitaries such as Lyndon B. Johnson. Echols later promoted 
Charlie Phillips and received writing credit for the hit song 

“Sugartime,” which was first recorded at Norman Petty Studios 
with Buddy Holly playing guitar. The McGuire Sisters’ version 
of “Sugartime” earned a gold record designation in 1958. 
Echols was very well connected in the music business and very 
adept at organizing talent. 

The story of the Lubbock Texas Quartet, Odis “Pop” Echols, 
and the early proliferation of gospel music in West Texas has 



Through his associations with gospel music publishers, Dyess helped 
lay the foundation for the creation of groups such as the Lubbock 
Texas Quartet.
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gospel music publishers, Dyess helped lay the foundation for 
the creation of groups such as the Lubbock Texas Quartet.

Born December 15, 1881, seven miles east of Bryan, Texas, 
in Brazos County,5 Tony Dyess lived in Vernon, Texas, for 10 
years before traveling to Lubbock in the fall of 1919 to visit 
for a few weeks.6 Dyess quickly began to make his musical 
imprint on the area. On October 25, Dyess was an honored 
guest with I.F. and R.A. Holland and Luther Meredith at a 
recital in Shallowater, where they sang and “enjoyed a very 
enthusiastic encore.”7 The following day the quartet attended 
a “singing” in Lorenzo.8 Not long afterward, Dyess, his wife 
Mary Matilda Dyess, and their three children Nelle, Rueben 
(Tony), and Raymond (Doc) moved to Lubbock.9 

Dyess soon gained respect as an accomplished singer.10 He 
performed in Lubbock and the surrounding area, singing 

both religious and popular music.11 Often playing his guitar, 
he entertained crowds with comical songs, such as “Putting 
on Airs” and “Come after Breakfast Bring a Lunch and 
Leave before Suppertime.”12 Dyess became the leader of the 
old Cumberland Presbyterian Church Choir and assisted 
the First Baptist Church Choir.13 In 1921 he was elected 
president of the Lubbock County Singing Conventions, 
which were held every fifth Sunday at various venues.14 Dyess 
taught impromptu singing schools in churches and county 
courthouses throughout the area, often paid by the proceeds 
from box suppers.15 In 1923, he arranged a well-received 
singing contest involving local singing schools for the South 
Plains Fair.16

As a musical entrepreneur, Tony Dyess was one of the 
earliest to sell shape-note gospel singing books in Lubbock. He 
purchased two classified ads in the local newspaper to promote 
the songbooks. One ad stated that James D. Vaughn published 
the books. In the other ad, which does not list a publisher, 
Dyess promoted his latest songbook, Evangel Light, at 30¢ per 
copy or $3.40 per dozen prepaid, for both individuals and 
singing classes.17 The ad that included a publisher—the one 
for James D. Vaughn’s 1922 songbook—listed it for sale at 35¢ 
per copy or $3.50 per dozen.18 How Dyess became associated 
with Vaughn Publishing is unknown, but the relationship was 
important for the development of gospel quartets in the region.

Dyess performed with many vocal groups, but he most often 
sang with R.I. (Ira) Wilson, R.A. Holland, and L.L. (Lee) 
Wendell. Because of their popularity, they performed together 
often, though group names differed. On many occasions, the 
quartet appeared only by the men’s names: Dyess, Holland, 
Wendell, and Wilson. They also used the name Home Brew 
Quartet, but occasionally performed as the Lubbock Peerless 
Quartet and once as the Lubbock Quartet. The men used 
the name Lubbock Peerless Quartet when they performed 
for a managers’ meeting of the West Texas Baseball League, 
for the Lubbock Chamber of Commerce annual banquet in 
1922, and at a promotional concert for the construction of 
the Lubbock Community Auditorium.19 The group first used 
the name the Lubbock Quartet in 1924, when it traveled with 
a booster group to various towns throughout West Texas to 

promote the fair in Lubbock. In 1924, the Lubbock Band also 
accompanied the delegation and both the Lubbock Quartet 
and band received praise for their musical abilities. The music 
helped draw in large crowds to promote the fair.20 

The first known published reference to the Home Brew 
Quartet is in a Lubbock newspaper article on May 12, 
1922, which describes the quartet as “very popular” after its 
performance at the Lubbock Chamber of Commerce’s annual 
banquet on May 9, 1922.21 The quartet leader appears to be 
Tony Dyess; he authorized an announcement for the Home 
Brew Quartet’s performance at Woodrow, Texas, to raise 
money for the Lubbock Community Auditorium.22 

The Home Brew Quartet performed often for Lubbock 
Rotary Club meetings, where the group received high praise 
for its renditions of songs such as the African-American 
spiritual “I Couldn’t Hear Nobody Praying way Down Yonder 
By Myself.”23 The group headlined the 1922 Fourth of July 
program in Lubbock’s Community Auditorium, a program 
that featured some other performers who later joined the 
Lubbock Texas Quartet. Future members of the Lubbock 
Texas Quartet performing on the program were Louis M. 
(L.M.) Brooks, who sang a bass solo, and Clyde R. Burleson, 
who sang an alto solo. Both men also took part in a trio with 
Mrs. L.M. Brooks.24 L.M. Brooks headed a “home brew 
quartet” for the Lubbock Chamber of Commerce’s Sixth 
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Annual Peddlers Jubilee on June 27, 1927, but it is unclear if 
Brooks filled in for Dyess, who may have been ill at that time 
and would be dead within two months.25 The Sixth Annual 
Peddlers Jubilee is the last reference to a Home Brew Quartet 
consisting of Dyess, Holland, Wendell, Wilson, or Brooks.

L.M. Brooks’s tenure and extent of involvement with 
the Home Brew Quartet is not known, since very little 
biographical information about him exists. However, his name 
appears often in listings of performers at various functions in 
Lubbock. For instance, he performed at the Baptist Church 
on April 12, 1924. The program lists a quartet comprised of 

“Windell, Holland Gunn, and Brooks.”26 The Gunn listed is 
Professor Glenn A. Gunn (G.A.) who participated in many 
singing groups and later led an incarnation of the Lubbock 
Quartet along with L. M Brooks.27

On January 15, 1924, G.A. Gunn sang with L.M. Brooks, a 
man with the last name Hilton, and Clyde Burleson at a special 
evening program for the opening of the new Baptist Church.28 
G.A. Gunn, Clyde Burleson, L.M. Brooks, and L.L. Wendell 
were guest performers at the First Christian Sacred Concert 
on October 11, 1925.29 The four men (and others mentioned) 
often sang together at various times and for varying functions. 
On January 22, 1929, the name Lubbock Quartet reappeared 
in print in a brief announcement stating that “singing by the 

‘Stamps Male quartet’ and the ‘Lubbock quartet’ featured the 
regular community singing program at the Southwest ward 
on Sunday night.”30 According to the concert program, The 
Lubbock Quartet consisted of G.A. Gunn, leader; Cecil Lee 
Gunn, tenor; Minnis Monroe Meek, baritone; and L.M. 
Brooks, bass.31 The relationship between the Stamps Quartet 
and the Stamps-Baxter Music Company is important because it 
provides insight into who may have performed on the Lubbock 
Texas Quartet Columbia record, the reason the group recorded, 
and the overall popularity of the group. 

The Lubbock Texas Quartet enjoyed national success from 
1929 to 1943, especially following the 1930 release of the 
group’s Columbia Records 78-rpm record, which featured 
the sides “Turn Away” and “O Mother How We Miss 
You.”32 The record is almost certainly the earliest recording 
of a Lubbock musical group. Columbia released the record 
on February 28, 1930, through its 15000-D series, which 
focused on traditional folk music, more commonly called 

“Hillbilly” music.33 In 1924, Columbia Records published a 
booklet “Familiar Tunes on Fiddle, Guitar, Banjo, Harmonica, 
and Accordion” that featured Hillbilly artists. It was the first 
national publication to accumulate music of the budding 
Hillbilly record industry. By January 1925, Columbia Records 
had amassed enough traditional folk material to begin its 
15000-D series: “Familiar Tunes-Old and New.” The series 
paralleled Columbia’s 14000-D (race) series, recordings 
specifically intended for an African-American audience. 
The 15000-D series was one of Columbia’s most successful 
series and its design and marketing focused primarily on a 
white, Southern audience. Columbia released almost all of its 
country and gospel music recordings on the 15000-D series. 
Other record companies followed Columbia’s lead and soon 
established their own Hillbilly music series.34 

At first, a large portion of the country music recordings took 
place at Columbia’s studios in New York, but a substantial 
number came from field sessions in the South. Most of 
the field sessions took place in Atlanta, Georgia, but other 
sessions occurred periodically in Memphis and Johnson 
City, Tennessee; Dallas, Texas; and New Orleans, Louisiana. 
The last 15000-D series record, released in 1933, was Bob 
Ferguson’s “Crash of the Akron,” 15782-D matrix number 
(MX W152386).35 

The Lubbock Texas Quartet’s Columbia record comprises 
two songs arranged as four-part vocal harmonies and a 
guitar accompaniment. The two songs on the record are Side 
A: “Turn Away” (MX W149554) and Side B: “O Mother 
How We Miss You” (MX W149555). Columbia Records 
assigned the label number 15510-D to the Lubbock Texas 
Quartet’s record. The quartet recorded both songs in Dallas 

Lubbock Texas Quartet Columbia Record Label. “O 
Mother How We Miss You.”  Courtesy of Crossroads 
of Music Archive, Southwest Collection/Special 
Collections Library, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, 
Texas, Echols Family Collection, AV006.
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“Turn Away” in 1929.
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on December 6, 1929. In all, Columbia released five records 
from the Dallas sessions. The Lubbock Texas Quartet gospel 
recordings were the only ones recorded on December 6. 
The other gospel recordings took place on December 4, 
1929: 15502-D Stamps Quartet “I Worship the Lord” (MX 
W149522) and “I Want to Do My Best” (MX W149524); 
15560-D Owens Brothers and Ellis “He’s Calling You” (MX 
W149529) and “You Shall Reap What You Sow” (MX 
W149528); 15574-D Corley Family “Give the World a Smile” 
MX W149521 and “The Way to Gloryland” (MX W149520); 
15495-D Corley Family “When Jesus Comes” (MX W149519) 
and “He Keeps My Soul” (MX W149518); 15655-D Owens 
Brothers and Ellis “He’s Calling All” (MX W149525) and “I 
am Overshadowed by Love” (MX W149523).36

OKeh Records, a subsidiary of Columbia Records, also 
released several recordings conducted in Dallas from 
November 27 to 29, 1929. By 1929, most of Columbia 
and OKeh recording sessions happened simultaneously, but 
little information is available about the Columbia and OKeh 

November and December 1929 recording sessions. The 
OKeh releases, both religious and secular are: Stamps-Baxter 
School of Music “I’ll be Singing Forever” (MX 403387) 
and “I am O’ershadowed by Love” (MX 403386); Oscar 
and Doc Harper “Beaumont Rag” (MX 403348), “Billy on 
the Low Ground” (MX 403349), “Terrell Texas Blues” (MX 
403346), and “Dallas Blues” (MX 403344); Harmony Four 

“He’s a Wonderful Savior to Me” (MX 403373), “I’m Sailing 
On” (MX 403372), “My Friend Devine” (MX 403370), 
and “I’ll Know Him” (MX403371).37 Marion Snider, the last 
surviving member of the Lubbock Texas Quartet, said that he 
remembered recording at Seller’s Company Recording Studio 
in Dallas during the 1930s, but he did not know where the 
1929 Lubbock Texas Quartet recording sessions took place.38

The lyricist and composer of the Lubbock Texas Quartet 
song “Turn Away,” is Reverend Bernard Bates (B.B.) 
Edmiaston.39 The Stamps-Baxter Music Company established 
copyright for the song “Turn Away” in 1929. Reverend 
Edmiaston, a prolific composer and poet, wrote thousands 
of songs during his lifetime. Most of these were sacred songs, 
but he also wrote love, glee, and comical numbers. He wrote 
or co-wrote at least 829 songs for Stamps-Baxter Publishing.40 

His younger brother, Walter Elmore, was also an accomplished 
songwriter, singer, and music instructor. Reverend B.B. 
Edmiaston was born on July 16, 1881, to David Wilson and 
Georgia Ann Fluty Edmiaston in Baxter County, Arkansas. He 
attended public schools in both Arkansas and Texas and took 
some college and university level correspondence courses. He 
attended branch sessions at “S.N.M.I.” and regular sessions 
at the Southern Development Normal School of Music.41 He 
studied music under Rufus Turner, F.L. Eiland, W.H. Lawson, 
Berry McGee, Emmett S. Dean, G.W. Fields, Dr. J.B. Herbert, 
and many others.42 Reverend Edmiaston started singing 
and directing music publicly in 1897. In 1905, he married 
Ella Allen, who also wrote songs, and they had one son 
named Don Bates Edmiaston. For most of his life, Reverend 
Edmiaston was a Methodist. In the 1910s and 1920s, he 
wrote and published songs through the Trio Music Company 
of Waco, located at 113 South Fourth Street. He served as 
editor of “The Musical Trio,” a publication of the Trio Music 
Company, and also as director of the Southern Development 

Normal School of Music in Waco. Reverend Edmiaston 
moved to West Texas in the late 1920s.43 From 1929 to 1931, 
he resided in Coke County and became the minister of the 
First United Methodist Church in Robert Lee.44 Around 1937 
he lived in Strawn, and from 1954 to 1964, he lived in Bronte, 
also in Coke County. His wife Ella died there in 1955 after a 
two-year battle with lymphatic leukemia. Reverend Edmiaston, 
who died on December 2, 1964, at the age of 84 from massive 
smoke inhalation suffered during a house fire, is buried in 
Bronte’s Fairview Cemetery. 

The song “Turn Away” appears on two compilation gospel 
albums released in 2005.45 It is interesting that “Turn Away” 
is the song that appears on the compilation albums because 
evidence suggests that “O Mother How We Miss You” was the 
more popular radio request in the 1930s and 1940s.

The transcription for “O Mother How We Miss You” 
appears in several songbooks, including Lonnie and Thelma’s 
Book of Beloved Hymns. Lonnie and Thelma Robertson 
were well-known gospel radio singers from the Gainesville, 
Missouri, area. Lonnie and Thelma published the book “with 
four-part harmony arrangements…at the request of many 
radio listeners.”46 The song also appears in the Stamps-Baxter 



The Lubbock Texas Quartet—also known as the Lubbock Quartet or 
Lubbock Stamps Quartet—enjoyed about 10 years of success with the 
Stamps-Baxter Publishing and Printing Company.

30

songbooks Special Service Songs for Special Occasions and 
Virgil O. Stamp’s Favorite Radio Songs. In Lonnie and Thelma’s 
publication, the song is attributed to E.M. Kitchen as the 

“owner.” It is unclear whether Kitchen helped compose the 
song, or if he may have only owned the copyright. In the 
Stamps-Baxter publications, a well-known gospel songwriter 
W.A. McKinney shares credit with Kitchen.47 In Special Service 
Songs for Special Occasions, the Stamps-Baxter Music Company 
is noted as the owner of the song, which is dedicated to Mrs. 
Roy Post of Tupelo, Mississippi.48 

William Alfred McKinney, born in Plantersville, Mississippi, 
in 1894, worked as a rural mail carrier. He studied harmony 
and composition, but did not teach music. Before 1937, he 
had written about 100 songs. His last known songbook The 
Solid Rock for Radio, Conventions, Singing Schools and Wherever 
Special Gospel Songs are Needed was copyrighted in 1944. 
His last known residence was Shannon, Mississippi.49 Both 

Plantersville and Shannon are within a 20- to 30-minute drive 
of Tupelo, and thus it is possible McKinney knew Mrs. Roy 
Post, resulting in the dedication of the song. 

At the time of the Lubbock Texas Quartet’s record release, 
the United States had slipped into the Great Depression of 
the 1930s, and record sales began to decline. In 1930, for 
Columbia Records’ Hillbilly series it was fortunate if a record 
sold three or four thousand copies. However, two records did 
sell in the five figures. The top-selling album was 15572-D, 
Tom Darby and Jimmie Tarlton’s “My Little Blue Heaven” 
(MX W150268) and “On the Banks of the Lonely River” 
(MX W150264), which sold over 17,000 copies. The second-
best-selling album of the year was the Lubbock Texas Quartet 
record, which sold 12,776 copies—quite a significant amount 
considering its late release in the series.50 

Only a few extant newspaper advertisements list the 
Lubbock Texas Quartet’s record for sale. Five separate 
advertisements appear from record stores in Charleston, 
Spencer, and Walton, West Virginia, with the earliest on July 
30, 1930.51 Two separate advertisements are for Galperin’s 
music house in Charleston and the other two are separate 
advertisements with record listings by William G. McCulty in 
Spencer and George W. Looney in Walton. 

Some information about members of the Lubbock Texas 
Quartet is available through newspapers and oral history 
accounts. It is possible that others may have performed with 
the quartet in its various incarnations, but the following is a 
list of known members who sang with the quartet from 1929 
through 1943: Louis M. Brooks (bass), Clyde Rufus Burleson 
(tenor), Wilson Loyd Carson (baritone and guitar), Rueben 
(Tony) Dyess (bass), Raymond (Doc) Dyess, Homer Garrison 
(lead), Glenn A. Gunn (lead), Cecil Gunn (tenor), Minnis M. 
Meeks (baritone), and Marion Snider (piano).52 

Because all of the members of the 1929 Lubbock Texas 
Quartet are dead, and little information exists about the 
record, it is not known who all appeared on the Columbia 
record. Although the Columbia recording lists the Lubbock 
Texas Quartet as the “performer,” the label also mentions 

“guitar accompaniment,” which may suggest participation by a 
fifth member, although it was not unusual for a gospel quartet 

to employ an instrumentalist to accompany the four main 
singers, especially during a studio recording.53 However, the 
accounts of the group’s performances always list four members. 
Evidence suggests that Burleson, Meek, and Carson were most 
likely on the record and that either Louis Brooks and/or Cecil 
Gunn also appeared. 

Clyde Burleson was born in Lavaca County, Texas, on June 
13, 1885. He was a fixture in various Lubbock quartets through 
the 1920s and 1930s and held several offices within singing 
conventions in the West Texas region.54 Homer Garrison 
said that Burleson had immense talent as a singer, entertainer, 
music educator, and overall leader. Burleson, according to 
Marion Snider and Homer Garrison, sang high-pitched first 
tenor parts.55 Burleson lived in Lubbock from sometime in 
the 1920s until 1943 when he moved to California, although 
he returned to Lubbock occasionally to perform.56 He died in 
Lynwood, California, on January 9, 1967.57

Minnis Monroe Meek was born in Whitesburg, Tennessee, 
on December 31, 1904. In 1920, he lived in Farmersville, 
Texas, with his parents and siblings.58 He moved to Lubbock 
in 1928 and began performing with the Lubbock Texas 
Quartet about January 22, 1929.59 According to Homer 
Garrison, at first Meek was the only one in the group who 



The bulk of the money the quartet made came from teaching singing 
schools and selling songbooks.
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could write music. During the 1930s, Meek joined the Harley 
Sadler shows and toured with the company. In addition to 
entertainment, Meek also worked as a representative of the 
Atlas Life Insurance Company. Meek died of a heart attack on 
December 22, 1949.60

Wilson Lloyd (W.L.) Carson was born September 6, 1911 
or 1912, in Lubbock.61 Carson’s family originally worked 
as farmers in the Gomez and Tokio area west of Brownfield, 
but his mother moved the family to Lubbock after his father 
died. W.L. Carson attended three years of high school before 
joining the U.S. Army Air Corps; he served from 1942 until 
World War II ended in 1945.62 As an entrepreneur, he owned 
part of The Carson Brothers Motor Company, along with his 
brother Ellison Cluff and another partner. The business closed 
sometime in the 1950s. He also ran a grill in Rotan for a while. 
Besides playing with the Lubbock Texas Quartet, Carson also 
performed with the Drugstore Cowboys, although arthritis 

eventually rendered him unable to play guitar and limited him 
to performing on piano. Carson died on August 12, 1992, in 
Lubbock.63

Little information exists about the last two members who 
may have performed on the record, Cecil Gunn and Louis 
Brooks. Although it is difficult to determine with absolute 
certainty, the version of The Lubbock Texas Quartet that 
recorded for Columbia Records most likely included Clyde 
Burleson, Minnis Meek, Wilson Carson, Cecil Gunn, and/or 
Louis Brooks.64

The Lubbock Texas Quartet—also known as the Lubbock 
Quartet or Lubbock Stamps Quartet—enjoyed about 10 years 
of success with the Stamps-Baxter Publishing and Printing 
Company. During the 1930s, the quartet regularly sang 
live on KFYO and other radio stations. The group traveled 
throughout Texas, Oklahoma, New Mexico, Arkansas, and 
Louisiana performing and teaching seven shape-note gospel 
music. The Great Depression took its toll on many, but 
members of the Lubbock Texas Quartet appear to have done 
well for themselves.

Homer Garrison made about $18 per week working for 
Clyde Burleson and singing on the road, which was good 
money during the depths of the Depression.65 Garrison sang 
with the Lubbock Texas Quartet from 1933 to 1936. He grew 

up in West Texas and lived in various rural areas. He said 
that, while growing up, music was not part of the curriculum 
in most rural schools, but occasional singing schools were 
offered. He attended his first singing school while in the third 
or fourth grade. It was not until his family moved to Liberty, 
Texas, near Idalou, that he began to receive significant singing 
instruction. He attended the Liberty Singing School under 
the direction of “Professor of Music” S.V. Summers and his 
assistant, Uncle Tom Nelson. In 1932, Garrison began taking 
classes at Lubbock High School to become qualified for 
college. Upon Garrison’s graduation that same year, Professor 
Summers insisted that he attend the Stamps-Baxter Normal 
Music School. Therefore, at age 18, Homer Garrison left his 
home for the first time and attended the school in Dallas. 
Garrison said Virgil Stamps led the school, and after six 
weeks of training, the young Lubbockite returned home and 
continued to learn from Odis “Pop” Echols. Virgil Stamps 

invited Garrison to join a Stamps quartet. Garrison sang for 
a month with Burleson, Meeks, and Carson, but stopped to 
attend classes at Texas Technological College. While attending 
Texas Tech, Garrison married, and when his wife became 
pregnant, he left school to join the Lubbock Texas Quartet.

The Lubbock Texas Quartet earned a modest living 
performing live shows and teaching music. The quartet’s 
primary territory stretched from Wichita Falls north into 
Altus and Ardmore, Oklahoma, and west from there into 
eastern New Mexico. Homer Garrison said that in 1934 
Clyde Burleson bought a V-8 Ford to transport the group 
on its tour. The monthly car payment was $26, which the 
entire quartet helped pay, along with other expenses.66 While 
on tour, the quartet often stopped at local schools and gave 
free performances to promote nearby concerts. Admission to 
a concert ranged from 25¢ to 50¢.67 At a concert, one might 
hear the quartet singing such vocal selections as “Put on Your 
Old Grey Bonnet,” “The Dying Cowboy,” “I Know the Lord 
Laid His Hands on Me,” and “The Woman in the Shoe.”68

The bulk of the money the quartet made came from 
teaching singing schools and selling songbooks. The price of a 
two-week singing school was around $75. The quartet usually 
taught two singing schools at once. For example, a couple of 
the members might teach in one location, such as Tulia, Texas, 
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while the others taught in nearby Lockney.69 At a two-week 
singing school, students learned basic music theory and shape-
note singing. The singing schools brought music to rural 
communities and helped develop local music leaders to lead 
choirs. After about a year, the group returned to a community 
and taught advanced courses.70 The quartet taught year round, 
but the summer months proved better because children were 
out of school, and crops were still in the fields.71

The Lubbock Texas Quartet represented the Stamps-Baxter 
Publishing and Printing Company. In return, Stamps-Baxter 
supplied the quartet with songbooks and money. The group 
sold the songbooks for 25¢. The quartet paid Stamps-Baxter 
12.5¢ per copy and received some free copies from the company. 
Profits from the songbooks helped to defray travel expenses.72 
When the quartet could not find work, Stamps-Baxter often 
helped. For instance, the group once was stuck in an Oklahoma 
hotel room for three weeks with no business because of 
constant rain. Although Clyde Burleson had $20 stashed in 

his shoe, it was not enough to cover the quartet’s expenses. So, 
Virgil Stamps wired the group an additional $50 to help.73

In addition to teaching and performing regularly at 
concerts, the Lubbock Texas Quartet participated in singing 
conventions. Singing conventions varied in size, location, and 
duration. Local churches often hosted the small to mid-level 

“singings,” while larger conventions typically took place in 
auditoriums. In the Lubbock area, local “singings” happened 
at places such as Slaton, Idalou, Liberty, and Shallowater. 
Crowds varied in size from 200 to 400 in Lubbock and 40 to 
50 people in outlying rural areas. In some cases, as many as 
half of those in attendance were singers.74 Sometimes multiple 
counties held singing conventions, and some of them even 
crossed state boundaries. This was the case with the Plateau 
Singing Convention, which included parts of West Texas 
and eastern New Mexico. At the larger conventions, crowds 
ranged anywhere from several hundred to several thousand 
people, and as many as six to eight quartets might appear to 
sing, promote themselves, and sell songbooks. At one such 
gathering in Altus, Oklahoma, Odis Echols’s Melody Boys, 
the Stamps Quartet of Dallas, Lubbock Stamps Quartet, and 
A.J. Showalter of Tennessee performed and promoted their 
respective companies. Competition between rival quartets 

was often intense. In order to boost their volume and provide 
a “fuller” sound, quartets performing at singing conventions 
often hired piano players for accompaniment, since piano was 
much easier to hear than unamplified fiddle or guitar.

From its inception, the Lubbock Texas Quartet normally 
used only a guitar for instrumental accompaniment. Then, 
about five or six months after Homer Garrison joined, the 
members were in McKinney, Texas, where they met Marion 
Snider and recruited him into the group. At the time, the 
group consisted of Clyde Burleson, Minnis Meek, Wilson 
Carson, and Homer Garrison. Carson had been playing guitar 
and singing, but the group needed a piano player to enhance 
its performances.

Marion Snider had played music for much of his life before 
joining the quartet. Snider was still a young man when, at the 
urging of his father, he enrolled at the Stamps-Baxter mid-
winter normal school in Dallas for musical training, thereby 
launching his long and successful career in gospel music. He 

performed with the Lubbock quartet and lived in Lubbock 
for two years. While attending Texas Tech in 1935, Snider 
received a telegram from Virgil Stamps, who requested that 
Snider come to Dallas and join the Stamps Quartet.75 Snider 
accepted the offer, even though it meant the end of his tenure 
with the Lubbock Texas Quartet. Throughout the years, Snider 
remained in contact with many members of the Lubbock 
Texas Quartet and saw them often at performances and singing 
conventions. As it turned out, Marion Snider would be the last 
surviving member of the Lubbock Texas Quartet.

As early as 1921, professional gospel entertainers and 
entrepreneurs were working throughout the Lubbock 
area. The first known group was the Vaughn Quartet of 
Jacksonville, Texas, which performed just east of Lubbock 
in the small town of Idalou.76 The quartet returned to the 
Lubbock area in the spring of 1922, under the leadership of 
Virgil Stamps, and performed for an enthusiastic audience of 
about 425 people at a singing convention in nearby Slaton.77 
By the summer of 1922, Lubbock had its very own Vaughn 
quartet, represented by Clyde Burleson, L.M. Brooks, C.W. 
Beene, and Mr. and Mrs. Ira Wilson. Together, they traveled 
to Clovis, New Mexico, to attend the Plateau Singing 
Convention, which was the largest singing convention of 



The Lubbock Texas Quartet and Odis “Pop” Echols:

Promoting Southern Gospel Music on the High Plains of Texas

33

its kind in the United States, attracting members from 40 
counties across Texas and New Mexico.78 

By the fall of that year, the Lubbock Vaughn Quartet 
had become a local crowd favorite. In September 1922, the 
Lubbock Avalanche reported that the Lubbock Vaughn Quartet 
gave a rousing performance at a Kiwanis meeting.79 The 
newspaper reported that the Kiwanis were treated to “splendid 
music” and that “Lubbock has something to be proud of in 
the quartette, and when you hear that Vaughn is just as much 
in the singing world as [John Phillips] Sousa is in the band 
business, don’t take it for naught, for that bunch proved that 
the Vaughn bunch know their business.” The article goes on 
to say that the “Kiwanians were not willing to let those fellows 
off with one song, but brought them to their feet again with 
cheer upon cheer…and of course they delivered the goods in 
their usual manner, to the delight of all present.”80

From 1910 to the 1950s, the James D. Vaughn Music 

Company had several male quartets that performed under the 
generic name, the Vaughn Quartet. By the late 1920s, the 
Vaughn Music Company sponsored as many as 16 groups 
that performed primarily throughout the South and Midwest, 
appearing at revivals, singing conventions, church gatherings, 
in concerts, and on radio and records in order to promote 
seven shape-note Southern gospel, Vaughn songbooks, and 
Vaughn normal singing schools.81 

James David Vaughn was a pioneer of modern Southern 
gospel music, and some even consider him the “father” of the 
modern gospel quartet. His development of the professional 
gospel quartet helped to transform provincial Southern gospel 
music of the late nineteenth century into a widespread and 
flourishing industry. Vaughn was born December 14, 1864, 
in Giles County, Tennessee. He attended private school and 
excelled academically. He began a career as a schoolteacher, 
but he also had a keen aptitude for music. As a teenager, he 
attended shape-note singing schools and was well versed in 
Southern-style harmony. His love of music and his teaching 
abilities led him to become a music teacher. At eighteen, he 
began teaching music in his local church. He soon organized 
the Vaughn Boys Quartet, which included Vaughn and his 
three brothers. In 1883, he enrolled in the Ruebush-Kieffer 

Normal School in New Market, Virginia, in order to further 
his knowledge about gospel harmony. His efforts paid off, as 
the local success of the Vaughn Boys Quartet confirmed the 
power of performance harmony to publicize gospel music.82 

In May 1890, shortly after marrying, James Vaughn moved 
to Cisco, Texas, and continued his work as a schoolteacher. In 
1892, he met Ephraim Hildebrand of the Hildebrand-Burnett 
Music Company based in Roanoke, Virginia. Hildebrand 
traveled the country teaching advanced normal schools and 
convention singing schools. Many potential students had 
domestic commitments or little time and money to travel long 
distances to attend music schools, so such traveling teachers 
as Hildebrand provided opportunities for those living in more 
remote areas to pursue a musical education. Hildebrand not 
only further kindled Vaughn’s love of music but also inspired 
Vaughn to begin composing original material. The two men 
collaborated on several songs that they published. After a 

tornado destroyed most of the town of Cisco and everything 
they owned, Vaughn and his family left Texas and moved back 
to Tennessee, where he continued his work as an educator in 
the public schools. However, with his penchant for music, he 
soon shifted his focus back to music and music education.83 

In 1900, James Vaughn printed his first songbook—Gospel 
Chimes—and within two years he started the James D. Vaughn 
Publishing Company in Lawrenceburg, Tennessee. In 1911 
he started the Vaughn Music School. He also began traveling 
and training instructors to teach in rural singing schools—
instructors he hoped would promote his musical publications. 
A year earlier, Vaughn had begun sponsoring a quartet to 
travel and promote his gospel songbooks. The use of the 
quartet as a promotional tool paid off, and by 1917 Vaughn 
had expanded his company and established three additional 
branches in Greenville, South Carolina; Midlothian, Texas; 
and Fitzgerald, Georgia.84

Vaughn was quick to recognize the mass marketing potential 
of new technology, including the radio and phonograph. In 
1921, he established the Vaughn Phonograph Company and 
sent a quartet to Wisconsin to make some custom recordings. 
While there, the quartet cut several songs, including Virgil 
Oliver (V.O.) Stamps’s “Look for Me.” In November 1922, 

Plateau Singing Convention was the largest singing convention of its 
kind in the United States, attracting members from 40 counties across 
Texas and New Mexico.
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Vaughn received a license to begin broadcasting on radio in 
Tennessee under the call letters WOAN. By the mid-1930s, 
he had sold his radio station and discontinued his record 
company, but his publishing company remained strong. James 
Vaughn died on February 9, 1941.

The Vaughn Company established connections with 
Lubbock quartets through V.O. Stamps, who ran the Vaughn 
Music Company branch office in Jacksonville, Texas.85 
Building on the experience he gained by working for James 
Vaughn, V.O. Stamps eventually quit the Vaughn Music 
Company and started his own music company in Jacksonville, 
which grew into the hugely successful Stamps-Baxter Printing 
and Publishing Company. Indeed, before his sudden death 
in 1940, Stamps helped create one of the largest gospel music 
empires in history. 

Virgil Oliver Stamps was born September 18, 1892, in 
Upshur County, Texas. He had five brothers, one of whom, 
Frank, also would play a significant role in the gospel music 
business. At an early age, both Virgil and Frank demonstrated 
a passion for music. Virgil attended his first singing school in 
1907.86 Between 1911 and 1914, he continued studying music 
and voice and taught singing part-time. At the age of 22, he 
wrote and self-published his first song: “Man Behind the Plow.” 
As noted earlier, Virgil worked for several music publishers, 
including James D. Vaughn’s music company in Lawrenceburg, 
Tennessee. From 1915 into the 1920s, Virgil Stamps ran the 
Vaughan Publishing Company office in Jacksonville, Texas.87 
While Virgil pursued a career in music, his brother Frank 
Stamps acquired a formal education and served in the United 
States Navy during World War I, all the while continuing 
to study music. After the war, James Vaughn offered Frank 
a position with his company in Tennessee. The two Stamps 
brothers worked well with Vaughn but decided to leave and 
pursue their own music ventures. 

In 1924, Virgil Stamps opened the V.O. Stamps Music 
Company in Jacksonville, Texas. That year he also published 
his first songbook, Harbor Bells, which became an instant 
success. However, the company struggled as it competed 
against well-established shape-note publishers. In the spring 
of 1926, Virgil collaborated with Jesse Randall (J.R.) “Pap” 
Baxter, Jr. to form the Stamps-Baxter Publishing Company.88 

Stamps ran the branch office in Jacksonville, while 
Baxter operated an office in Chattanooga, Tennessee. They 
published their first songbook, also titled Harbor Bells, in 
1926. The company followed with subsequent books on a 
yearly basis: Golden Harp (1927), Sparkling Gems (1928), 
Crystal Rays (1929), and Priceless Pearls (1930). After 1930, 
the company published and released at least two songbooks 
per year. Meanwhile, the two men moved the headquarters 
from Jacksonville to the thriving city of Dallas. The company 
later opened a third branch in Pangburn, Arkansas, which 
was managed by the prominent gospel songwriter Luther 
G. Presley. Because printing machines were so expensive, 
the burgeoning Stamps-Baxter enterprise had its books 
published by commercial presses. However, the company 
eventually bought the old printing presses belonging to 

the Armstrong Printing Company of Cincinnati, which 
had printed for Stamps-Baxter as well as most of the major 
songbook companies. After investing in printing machinery, 
the company finally began publishing and printing its own 
songbooks from a Dallas office on Beckley Avenue and 
changed its name to Stamps-Baxter Music and Printing 
Company. In addition to songbooks, Stamps-Baxter also 
produced a monthly newsletter titled The Southern Gospel 
Music News, which in 1940 became the Gospel Singing News. 
Throughout its existence, Stamps-Baxter attracted some of the 
best-known songwriters, sponsored many of the finest quartets, 
and employed skilled music instructors to teach at music 
schools. In 1936, The Stamps Quartet performed at the Texas 
Centennial and soon began regularly broadcasting a gospel 
program on radio station KRLD in Dallas. The classes and 
radio program became so popular that the company broadcast 
an “All Night Singing” event on KRLD at the end of classes in 
June. The first such event was held in the Cotton Bowl.89 

By 1936, it was clear that the growing business required 
larger facilities, so the company moved to the Dallas 
subdivision of Oak Cliff. After the death of Virgil Stamps in 
1940, his brother Frank stepped in to help run the company; 
however, Frank soon split with J.R. Baxter to form his own 
company. Baxter continued to run the company until his 
death in 1960. At that point, Baxter’s wife Clarice “Ma” Baxter 
ran the company for 12 more years until she died. She willed 
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the company to Lonnie B. Combs, Clyde Roach, Videt 
Polk, and Dwight Brock, who turned over operations to the 
Zondervan Corporation of Grand Rapids, Michigan in 1974. 
HarperCollins Publishers acquired Zondervan in 1988 and 
subsequently ended its music publishing in 1992.90

As noted earlier, throughout the 1920s and 1930s gospel 
quartet music attained great popularity in the South. Many 
quartets came and went, but the quartets associated with 
music publishers endured the longest. For the Lubbock Texas 
Quartet, its association with Stamps-Baxter bolstered the 
group’s success. Virgil Stamps traveled often to the West Texas 
region to perform, promote his gospel singing books, and offer 
teaching schools. After 1922, Stamps continued to work in the 
area and build a strong gospel music presence with the help of 
local people such as Tony Dyess and Odis “Pop” Echols. 

Odis Echols, nicknamed “Pop,” was born on May 7, 1903, 
in Enloe, Texas, one of 10 children of Mr. and Mrs. W.L. 
Echols. At the age of 17, Odis Echols became intrigued with 
radios after a friend showed him one built out of an apple 
box. A couple of years later, on January 23, 1922, he moved 
to Blacktower, New Mexico, west of Clovis, with his new wife 
Grace Traweek, whom he had married in Lubbock. Soon after 
settling down, Echols joined The Plateau Quartet. Members 
of the quartet included John F. Taylor, Earl Roberson, Odis 
Echols, and Lloyd Roberson. Their first radio broadcast was 
in Amarillo, Texas, in 1924, earning the quartet a total of $50. 
While living in Curry County, New Mexico, Echols studied 
music and began teaching traditional music theory and shape-
note singing in schools. He said, “I’d go and teach one hour a 
day in public schools, and then the whole community would 
come back to the schoolhouse at night, and I’d teach them 
how to direct songs and lead music.”91

In 1926, Echols successfully auditioned for Frank Stamps’s 
original Stamps Quartet and moved to Chattanooga, 
Tennessee. A year later, Frank Stamps reorganized the group 
and changed the name to the All-Star Quartet, although it 
is generally referred to as the Original Stamp’s Quartet. The 
group consisted of Frank Stamps (bass), Palmer Wheeler 
(first tenor), Roy Wheeler (second tenor), and Odis Echols 
(baritone). In the spring of 1927, the group added a fifth 
member, jazz pianist Dwight Brock. Echols discovered Brock 
playing piano in a drugstore in Haleyville, Alabama. Brock 
became famous for his rhythmic piano playing and the 
instrumental turnaround between verses in gospel music. The 
quartet was the first to incorporate a fifth member, something 
that soon caught on with other gospel groups.

The All Star Quartet performed primarily in the South. 
A standard performance included both gospel music and 
secular hits of the day. Typically, members would perform solo 

numbers at some point in order to showcase their individual 
styles. In particular, Echols regularly earned standing ovations 
for his rendition of Kern and Hammerstein’s classic tune, “Ol’ 
Man River.” The quartet made most of its money at concerts 
and church gatherings by selling Stamps-Baxter songbooks 
during intermission and after the shows.92

On October 14, 1927, after a show in Knoxville, Tennessee, 
a representative of the OKeh Record Company approached 
the group about making a record. The group had never 
recorded before, so the members were excited about the 
prospect. However, when the quartet returned to its home 
office in Chattanooga, they discovered that Frank Stamps had 
received a letter from the Victor Recording Company, also 
offering to record the group. The Victor Company mistakenly 
believed that the Quartet was a “colored” group.93 Despite 
this initial misunderstanding, Ralph Peer of Victor instructed 
the quartet to go to Atlanta, Georgia, for an audition. After 
arriving in Atlanta, Stamps and Echols met Peer at the 
Biltmore Hotel. They all agreed to forgo the audition and 
begin recording. Peer asked the group to record “Bringing in 
the Sheaves” and “Rescue the Perishing,” which they did on 
October 20, 1927. The Stamps Quartet recorded the songs 
that Peer had requested but then persuaded him to record 
some additional songs that were popular at their shows. 
Two of these songs, later released together, were “Give the 
World a Smile” and “Love Leads the Way.” “Give the World 
a Smile” was the first gospel record to sell 500,000 copies. 
The song featured “afterbeats” or “backfire,” which is a style 
of counterpoint singing that many classic gospel quartets 
utilized.94 The song became the group’s theme song, and many 
other quartets have covered the tune over the years. 

By 1929, Pop Echols left the Stamps Quartet and 
moved back to Clovis, New Mexico. He took a job at the 
Fox Drugstore in its newly created music department and 
organized his first Melody Boys Quartet, which would be 
his primary quartet for the next few years.95 In 1930, Echols 
formed the Fox Trio in Clovis with Palmer Wheeler. In 
addition, Echols sometimes sang with his brothers Horace 
and Coy as the Echols Brothers Trio. However, as the Great 
Depression of the 1930s worsened, Echols decided to leave 
New Mexico and return to Texas.

In early 1934 Echols moved to Lubbock and opened a 
songbook store and a music lessons studio for the Stamps-
Baxter Music Company at 1015 A Avenue H. He taught 
10-night singing schools at various churches throughout 
West Texas, including Reverend George Dean’s church in 
Plainview. The Reverend’s son, Jimmy Dean, who would go 
on to become a country music recording star, attended the 
music school.96 In late 1934, or possibly early 1935, Echols 
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formed the Odis Echols’s All-Star Texans Quartet with Denver 
Crumpler (later famous with the Statesmen Quartet), Marlin 
LeMaster, and Don Smith.

In January 1936, the All-Star Texans joined Harley Sadler’s 
18th Annual Tour, which began in Abilene, Texas. Odis 
Echols settled in Abilene and taught music at the Hall Music 
Store. He also held singing schools in the area and performed 
on local radio programs, including a 30-minute program on 
KRBC that featured Echols and several other well-known 
entertainers. The first quarter hour offered sacred songs such 
as “He Lifted Me,” “His Eye’s On the Sparrow,” “List to the 
Voice,” “Pearly White City,” and “Have Thine Own Way, 
Lord,” while the closing segment showcased quartets, duos, 
and soloists performing popular music. For example, the 
Neighborhood Boys Cut-ups sang “Old McDonald Had a 
Farm.” Dolly Bryant did “Basin St. Blues,” while June Moore 
performed “Blue Hours” and Lucille Ragsdale rendered “The 
One Rose.” The show closed with the song “Dinah.”97

Echols had organized and coached the N.B.C. 
(Neighborhood Boys Cut-ups) youth quartet, made up of 
Wood Butler, Jr., Kenneth Day, Milton Reese (all age 12), 
and Barron Butler (age seven). In 1936, Billy Rose built the 
soon-to-be-famous Casa Mañana Theater and produced 
programs in Fort Worth with prominent New York talent in 
order to compete with the 1936 Texas Centennial events in 
Dallas. Casa Mañana featured such acts as Paul Whiteman 
and his Orchestra, fan dancer Sally Rand, and the Canova 
Trio. Festivities included a weekly children’s amateur program, 
with scouts from Universal, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, and 
Paramount studios looking for unique talent. On July 28, the 
N.B.C. Quartet auditioned for Whiteman at the Ringside 
Club in Fort Worth and won first place among 22 contestants. 
The quartet then rehearsed with Whiteman and performed 
twice on broadcasts from the Ringside Club on August 2. On 
these broadcasts, the N.B.C. Quartet sang, “Old McDonald 
Had a Farm,” and received high praise from industry 

Echols School of Music South Side Baptist Church, Abilene, Texas, 1936. Courtesy of Crossroads of Music Archive,  
Southwest Collection/Special Collections Library, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas, Echols Family Collection, AV006.
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representatives and critics. A few weeks later, the Echols-
trained youth quartet made a screen test at Casa Mañana for 
Universal Pictures and Hal Roach Studios.98 

The following year, Echols and members of the Original 
Stamps Quartet reunited to tour and to perform on WDAG 
radio in Greensboro, North Carolina. Unfortunately, the 
Depression and tough economic times made the reunion 
short-lived. Echols returned to Abilene once again to perform 
and convene singing schools. Frank Stamps traveled to Abilene 
in July of that year and began work with Echols on various 
programs, including singing schools.

In 1938, Echols reorganized the Stamps Melody Boys 
in Hot Springs, Arkansas, to perform on radio station 
KTHS. Later that year Echols moved to WLAC in Nashville, 
Tennessee, to host a Saturday Night All Gospel Show. One 
of Echols’s biggest fans was a young Ernie Ford from Bristol, 
Tennessee, who would later have a very successful country 
music career using the stage name “Tennessee” Ernie Ford.

In 1939, Echols moved the Stamps Melody Boys to 
Louisville, Kentucky, to radio station WHAS, a CBS affiliate. 
Included in the quartet was Doy Ott, who later gained fame 
with the Statesmen Quartet. The Stamps Melody Boys became 
popular so quickly that, during its first week of broadcasting 
on WHAS, the group received 1,746 thank-you cards and 
letters in one day, setting a record for a CBS station. With the 
Melody Boys success, Echols convinced radio executives to let 
his group broadcast a gospel music show coast to coast on the 
Mutual Radio Network. The group broadcast over 150 stations, 
a first for a gospel group. The Melody Boys continued their 
daily broadcast on WHAS under the sponsorship of Sieberling 
Tires. During the summer months, the group played tent 
shows throughout Kentucky and Indiana, sharing the bill with 
such prominent secular artists as Pee Wee King and the Golden 
West Cowboys and Eddie Arnold, and drawing large crowds 
wherever they performed. However, with the onset of World 
War II, the group disbanded.

Odis Echols returned to West Texas and bought a farm 16 
miles south of Lubbock. Because local farmers were beginning 
to use improved irrigation techniques, farming in the normally 
arid region seemed a promising venture for Echols. He and 
his family worked the farm from 1942 to 1943, most likely 
growing “fertalia,” a type of sorghum native to Sudan in Africa. 
However, in 1943, Odis Echols decided that farming was not 
for him and moved back to Hot Springs, Arkansas. 

Echols reorganized the Melody Boys Quartet to perform 
on KTHS and formed the Harmony Boys to sing on either 
KLRA or KARK in Little Rock. He also bought the Hartford 
Publishing Company, and his quartets traveled a four-state 
area performing and selling Hartford songbooks. Hartford 

Publishing Company became the second-largest gospel music 
publisher at the time, surpassed only by Stamps-Baxter in 
Dallas and Chattanooga. In 1946, Echols sold his interest in 
Hartford Publishing and moved to Shreveport, Louisiana.

In Shreveport, Echols and his Melody Boys began 
performing on KWKH radio on March 19, 1946.99 Their 
show ran Monday through Saturday at 8:30 a.m. By April 
10, the group was broadcasting twice daily at both 6:00 a.m. 
and 8:30 a.m.100 Echols leased the Shreveport Municipal 
Auditorium for Saturday night events, and KWKH’s 
management approached him about starting a new show 
that could compete with Nashville-based WSM’s increasingly 
popular live music program, The Grand Ole Opry. Echols 
rose to the challenge, and soon regular KWKH entertainers, 
including Echols, Harmie Smith, and the Shelton Brothers 
launched The Red River Valley Round Up. Echols served 
as emcee and brought in talented but relatively unknown 
entertainers, such as Faron Young, Hank Locklin, Johnny 
Horton, Jim Reeves, Webb Pierce, and Tommy Sands. After 
some time, Echols and others changed the name of the show 
to The Louisiana Hayride, which would help launch the careers 
of Elvis Presley and countless other entertainers. In late 1947, 
KWKH bought Pop Echols’s interest in the show, so he briefly 
moved his family back to Lubbock.101

Ever restless, Echols moved on from Lubbock to Los 
Angeles, appearing with his Melody Boys on Bob Crosby’s 
Club 15 on CBS radio. Echols also made other personal 
appearances at churches and gospel concerts, and he taught 
gospel schools in Fresno and Los Angeles, occasionally 
reuniting with friends for casual singings. These informal 
sessions included such notable musicians as Ernie Ford, Merle 
Travis, Jimmy Wakely, and others.

In 1949, Echols was back in Lubbock, where he formed 
a new version of the Melody Boys Quartet. KSEL radio 
featured the quartet with Bob Nash as the announcer. The 
group performed often, including at events for visiting 
dignitaries such as U.S. Senator Lyndon B. Johnson and 
various state governors. Echols continued working at KSEL 
into the early 1950s as an announcer and often hosted events 
throughout the area. At KSEL, he auditioned numerous up-
and-coming musicians. One such talent was Bobby Keys, a 
young saxophone player from Slaton, Texas. Echols told Keys 
that if he kept practicing, he could make it in show business. 
Keys eventually became a highly sought-after studio session 
musician and also played saxophone for many years with the 
legendary rock-and-roll band, the Rolling Stones. Many years 
later, Odis Echols, Jr. contacted the Rolling Stones to ask for 
tickets to a concert at the Rose Bowl. Keys met Odis Jr., at 
the Four Seasons Hotel in Los Angeles with four tickets and 
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backstage passes to the show, saying, “These tickets are a thank 
you for Pop Echols.”102

Another entertainer who credits Pop Echols for influencing 
her career is Charlene Condray Hancock, born in Morton, 
Texas, into a musical family that encouraged her to sing both 
religious and popular country music.103 Hancock first studied 
with Pop Echols at the Four Square Gospel church in Lubbock. 
Although not a member of the church, she attended shape-
note singing schools there and took a few private lessons from 
Echols. Hancock said that Echols taught her voice projection 
and to avoid yodeling, so she would not ruin her voice. He 
also taught her how to be comfortable on stage by telling her, 

“When you look at the audience and see them intently looking 
at you, smile and they will smile back. It will make you more 
comfortable, they want you to do well.”104 Echols invited 
Hancock to perform several times at high school auditoriums 
and churches. One major event was the grand opening of 
the Nu-Vue Theater in Abernathy, Texas, on June 15 and 16, 

1950. Talent for the grand opening included Echols and his 
Melody Boys Quartet, Charlene Condray (Hancock), and 
Bill Myrick and the Mayfield Brothers, who had been hosting 
the KSEL Jamboree on Saturday Nights at Sled Allen’s theater. 
The Mayfield Brothers performed “Orange Blossom Special” 
and Condray sang “A Perfect Day.”105

By the time she was 16, Charlene Condray performed 
regularly on KDUB’s Circle 13 Dude Ranch Show. Because 
KDUB was Lubbock’s only television station at the time, 
she was a local celebrity and was nicknamed “Lubbock’s 
Sweetheart.” Local bandleader Tommy Hancock saw her 
perform and asked her to join his popular Western swing 
band, the Roadside Playboys. Within a few years, the two 
married, had children, and started a successful family band 
that performed all over the state and had a major influence on 
Lubbock’s music scene. The case of Charlene Condray Hancock 
is yet another example of how, if not for Pop Echols, the history 
of music in West Texas might be quite different today.

Grand opening of the Nu Vue Theater in Abernathy, Texas. Talent for the event was Pop Echols and his Melody Boys Quartet, 
Charlene Condray, and Bill Myrick and the Mayfield Brothers, June 15 and 16, 1950. Courtesy of Crossroads of Music Archive, 
Southwest Collection/Special Collections Library, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas, Echols Family Collection, AV006.
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In 1953, Echols moved back to Clovis, New Mexico, and 
purchased KCLV radio. At KCLV, he started a Saturday 
Breakfast Club that featured many regional and national 
celebrities, including such politicians as Senator Clinton 
Anderson and Governor Jimmy Davis.

In 1957, Pop Echols appeared on national television’s This is 
Your Life at the request of Tommy Sands, who credited Echols 
with starting him in show business.106 That same year, Echols 
met a young Farwell, Texas, farmer named Charlie Phillips, 
and began managing his career and building a successful 
songwriting partnership. The duo collaborated on two songs, 

“Sugartime” and “One Faded Rose.” They cut demo records of 
the songs at Norman Petty Studios, with local Lubbock artists 
Buddy Holly on guitar, Jerry Allison on drums, Joe B Mauldin 
on bass, Jimmy Blakely on steel guitar, and Charlie Phillips 
on vocals. In 1958, Bob Thiel produced the song “Sugartime” 
with McGuire Sisters vocals; the song went gold and reached 
Number One on the pop charts. 

Pop Echols continued to work in the music business while 
living in Clovis. In addition to his far-reaching musical impact, 

he also influenced the appearance of an entire generation of 
gospel quartet singers. Well-known for his carefully groomed 
pencil-thin mustache, Echols once stated, “The Beatles started 
long hair. I started the mustache.” In fact, many gospel quartet 
singers began sporting mustaches similar to Echols’. He was 
a well-loved, highly respected, and very influential figure in 
gospel music during the first half of the twentieth century. He 
had a very good attitude, was very outgoing, and everyone 
liked him. Although Odis “Pop” Echols died on March 23, 
1974, in Clovis, New Mexico, his influence is still evident 
in religious and secular circles, especially throughout the 
American Southwest. 

For 80 years, little attention has been paid to the Lubbock 
Texas Quartet and the profound impact of gospel music 
on Southern rural populations. Providing inexpensive 
entertainment and bolstering social cohesion in perilous times, 
groups such as the Lubbock Texas Quartet traveled extensively, 
teaching seven shape-note gospel music to communities that 
otherwise might not have had access to music education. H

“Sugartime” gold record. Courtesy of Crossroads of Music 
Archive, Southwest Collection/Special Collections Library, 
Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas, Echols Family 
Collection, AV006.
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David W. Guion. Courtesy of Texas State Library & Archives Commission.

Among the iconic figures that emerged from the 

American West, the cowboy proved as irresistible 

as he was durable. And no wonder—with stories 

by Ned Buntline, Bret Harte, and others that 

began appearing during the 1870s, increasing 

numbers of readers found themselves drawn to 

adventures set in that vast region.
In 1882, Buffalo Bill Cody presented the first of what became a 30-year run of variously 

named “Wild West Shows,” adding the excitement of a circus-like atmosphere to an already 
alluring image and culture. Western films, with or without singing cowboys and the 
phenomenon of country and Western music promoted the growth and capitalized on the 
popularity of Western culture. Portrayed as an indomitable, solitary figure, the pre-modern 
cowboy of fiction combined the wisdom of Solomon, the strength of Samson, the virtue of Sir 
Galahad, and the valor of Roland. During the era of the “singing cowboy” one might add that 
he also had a bit of Orpheus’s talent, as well.

The reality, of course, differs. To begin with, there is the name “cowboy,” a word that 
ranch hands rarely used. As historian Guy Logsdon points out, they referred to themselves 
as “punchers, cowpunchers, cowhands, cowpokes, buckaroos, wranglers, vaqueros, waddies, 
cowmen, and other less sophisticated, but colorful, sobriquets.”1 Furthermore, cowboys were 
more ethnically diverse than they often have been portrayed in movies, books, magazines, on 
television, and through other sources. In Cowboys of the Americas, Richard W. Stratta estimates 
that during the peak period of the trail drives from Texas to the North (1860s-1880s), only 
about two-thirds of the cowboys involved were white. Nearly all of the rest were Mexican, 
Mexican American, or African American.2 Finally, the epic clashes that entertained readers and 
audiences for generations were far removed from the actual daily routine of the typical cowboy’s 
life, which included long hours of tedious labor, boredom, paltry pay, crippling injuries and 
fatalities resulting from work or hostilities with others, and exposure to life-threatening extremes 
of weather. Despite this, the American cowboy has enjoyed mythic status for generations. His 
songs remain so firmly embedded in our folk traditions that most of us not only remember 
fragments of at least a few of them but find that they have the power to take us back to a time 
during our childhood when we aspired to membership in the fraternity of cowboys.

In spite of the cowboy’s popularity and the enduring appeal of his songs, few twentieth-
century composers in the classical tradition transformed the music that cowboys sang into 

“art” songs. (According to The Harvard Dictionary of Music, 4th edition, an “art song” may be 
defined as a “song intended for the concert repertory, as distinct from a folk or popular song.”3) 
This is important because in the early twentieth century, when nationalism in music was a very 
popular topic of conversation, cowboy songs would have been a logical repertoire from which 
to draw in creating identifiably American music.
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with the exception of Arthur Farwell, had neither proximity to 
nor contact with the historical cowboy. They and their songs 
(in chronological order of publication) are:
Arthur Farwell “The Lone Prairee” (1905) 
Charles Ives “Charlie Rutlage” (1921) 
Seth Bingham “Five Cowboy Songs” (1930)
Jack Beeson “Cowboy Song” (1979)
Libby Larsen “Cowboy Songs” (1979)
André Previn “Sally Chisum remembers Billy the Kid” (1994)9

When viewed against the panorama of early twentieth-
century American classical composers and their works, or, for 
that matter, American composers of pop, jazz, ragtime, or 
other popular genres of this time period, this group is quite 
small, indeed.10 Before suggesting reasons for so little interest 
among professional American composers of that era for cowboy 
music, it is helpful to survey the collections of cowboy poetry 
and songs that were published during the opening decades of 
the twentieth century because those were, in most instances, 
where composers turned to find texts and tunes. One may then 
consider the art songs, with an emphasis on those by Fox and 
Guion. Finally, we can try and gain a better understanding of 
why so many classical composers of the early twentieth century 
remained indifferent to the music of the cowboy, a figure who 
otherwise has such a dominant presence in American culture.

The early twentieth-century composer who wanted to 
create an art song based on the cowboy faced a formidable 
challenge, most notably finding published examples of his 
poetry and songs. With his popular image not fully developed 
until the great cattle drives from the mid-1860s to the 1880s, 
the cowboy remained a relatively unnoticed figure in popular 
poetry until around 1900. With the exception of William 
L. Chittenden’s Ranch Verses (1893), which was published by 
G.P. Putnam’s Sons, cowboy poetry typically appeared in local 
newspapers and magazines read not by musicians living on the 
East Coast, but by ranchers in the West.11

Publications containing cowboy songs began appearing by 
the late 1800s, but John Lomax’s Cowboy Songs and Other 
Frontier Ballads (1910), whose 112 texts included 18 tunes, 
was the first that included both lyrics and music.12 His was the 
collection used most frequently by the composers cited in this 
study. Charles J. Finger—of particular interest because David 
Guion, as a child, studied piano under him—contributed two 
volumes. Finger’s Sailor Chanties and Cowboy Songs (1923) 
included 21 song texts, while Frontier Ballads (1927) included 
eight (five with melodies) among chanteys and other work 
songs.13 Margaret Larkin’s Singing Cowboy: A Book of Western 
Songs (1931) sometimes is cited as the first collection in which 
a tune accompanied every text.14 At least two other collections 

The discussion about nationalism in music may be traced 
back at least as far as the mid-nineteenth century, when 
composers and critics in this country staked out positions 
concerning whether and how to compose “nationalistic” works. 
Bohemian composer Antonín Dvořák inserted himself in 
the debate when, during his residency in this country (1892-
1895), he wrote, “A while ago I suggested that inspiration 
for truly national music might be derived from the negro 
melodies or Indian chants.”4 He added that our composers 
should draw inspiration from the songs that appeal more 
strongly to Americans than any others, those melodies that 

“could stop him on the street if he were in a strange land and 
make the home feeling well up within him.”5 That sentiment 
aligned nicely with the aesthetics of some other composers, as 
well. Henry F. B. Gilbert and Harry T. Burleigh were drawn 
to the music of African Americans while Arthur Farwell, 
Charles Wakefield Cadman, and Charles S. Skilton embraced 
the music of certain American Indians. Predictably, other 
composers disagreed. Edward MacDowell, for example, argued 
that whatever nationalistic elements one hears in folk music 
are extraneous and, if removed, leave a melody that could just 
as well be Chinese as Scottish.6 

Whether or not most classical composers of the early to mid-
twentieth century were inclined to nationalism, formal settings 
of cowboy settings were a rarity. Except for the tune “Charlie 
Rutlage,” composer Charles Ives’s lone work of that type, the 
prominent “American Five” (Ives, Carl Ruggles, Wallingford 
Riegger, John Becker, and Henry Cowell) neither wrote nor 
arranged any cowboy songs.

Ultimately, as Charles Hamm points out, what many 
classical composers of the time period came to consider as 
distinctively American music was not essentially folk music, 
but music by immigrant urban Jewish composers, with names 
like Irving Berlin and George Gershwin and Aaron Copland, 
drawing on black, Jewish, Irish, and Italian styles, accepted 
both at home and abroad as the most distinctive American 
music of its time.7

Of the eight classical composers I found who arranged or 
created cowboy art songs, the most prolific among them—
Oscar J. Fox and David W. Guion—not only came from and 
lived in Texas but also associated with cowboys. In fact, Guion 
was a prize-winning participant in rodeos in Colorado and in 
Wyoming.8 Their combined output totals more than 30 pieces, 
or about 75 percent of the songs I found, with most having 
been composed from the mid-1920s to early 1930s. Their 
interest in this genre perhaps was less an act of nationalistic 
fervor than it was a way of adapting the music with which 
they felt a particular affinity to the expressive medium in 
which they were so highly trained. The remaining composers, 
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predate hers by a few years. Ina Sires’s Songs of the Open Range 
(1928) and John White and George Shackley’s The Lonesome 
Cowboy: Songs of the Plains and Hills (1929) include simple 
piano accompaniments for each song.15 Those two collections 
are especially noteworthy because they (along with some of 
Fox’s settings) were used by Aaron Copland while composing 
Billy the Kid.16

Fox and Guion stand apart from the other composers in this 
genre for several reasons—both were Texans, both had personal 
experience with cowboys, and both composed numerous 
rather than just one or two settings of cowboy songs. They also 
provide a convenient entry point to this survey, because some 
of their settings of texts raise the question: “What is an art 
song?” As described earlier, an art song is one that is intended 
for the concert stage. Harry T. Burleigh’s arrangements of 
spirituals and John Jacob Niles’s arrangements of Appalachian 
folk songs have a respected place in the recital hall and in the 
art song repertoire. Using their arrangements as a precedent, 
a similarly broad view of cowboy songs would be that if the 
setting is appropriate for the recital hall, then it is an art song.

Oscar J. Fox (1879-1961), born on a ranch in Burnet 
County, Texas, followed the path taken by many American 
composers of his generation. After years of study in this 
country, he went overseas (Switzerland, 1896-1899) for further 
training, followed by two more years of study in New York 
City. He returned to Texas, settling in San Antonio in 1902.17 

Of his more than 50 songs, he identified nine as cowboy songs 
and three as “desperado” songs.18 

According to annotations in the scores, only two of Fox’s 
cowboy songs (“Come All Ye Jolly Cowboys” and “Texas 
Cowboy’s Last Song”) did not come from John Lomax’s 
Cowboy Songs and Other Frontier Ballads. Fox drew attention 
to his role as transmitter rather than creator by preceding 
his name in the score with the phrase “arranged by” or 

“arranged and composed by.” He typically relies on the same 
primary chords used in most Western folk music rather than 
incorporating the more intricate harmonies that attracted more 
exploratory composers of his generation. His melodies may 
undergo slight modification from what is found in Lomax, 
with the pianist’s right hand frequently doubling the voice.

The most unadorned of Fox’s settings are “Jesse James,” with 
its hymn-like texture, and “Old Paint,” which has a waltz-
like accompaniment. Other songs, while maintaining his 
preference for basic chords and a close relation between the 
voice and the treble in the piano, reveal more freedom and 
ingenuity. In “Greer County,” for example, as the voice sings

Hurrah for Greer County! The land of the free,
The land of the bedbug, Grasshopper and flea;

the pianist plays the opening phrase of “The Star Spangled 
Banner.” Later, when we hear 

Goodbye to Greer County where blizzards arise,
the wind never ceases, but always remains,19

more embellished chords and rapidly ascending whole-
tone scales heighten the effect of the words. His setting of 

“Whoopee ti yi yo” is similarly inventive and effective. In a 
moderate tempo, the lowest note is repeated continuously 
while above it the right hand plays a repeating figure that first 
appears in the introduction and then continues through the 
remainder of the song, while the voice sings a variant of the 
tune given in Lomax. In this and in his other arrangements, 
Fox embraces a simplicity and directness that enhances rather 
than limits the appeal of his songs. While that may result in 
part from a desire to minimize the technical difficulties that 
they presented to performers—the accompaniments present 
few challenges to pianists and the voice part is usually doubled 
in the accompaniment—the arrangements nevertheless can be 
very moving.20 

David W. Guion (1892-1981), largely self-taught as a 
composer, studied piano as a child before traveling to Vienna 
for further instruction under Leopold Godowsky from 1912-
1914. Although now thought of primarily as an arranger of 
the music of African Americans and cowboys, Guion found 
success in New York City in the early 1930s as a nationally 
broadcast radio-show host and composer.21 As with Fox, some 
of Guion’s settings, such as “All Day on the Prairie” and “Carry 
Me Home to the Lone Prairie,” are notable for their directness, 
which works particularly well in “O Bury Me Not on the Lone 
Prairie.” In this song Guion enriches the texture through the 
use of drone-like and repeating figures in the accompaniment 
and in the third verse where the text turns to 

the wild cayotes [sic] will howl o’er me,
In a narrow grave just six by three,
Oh bury me not on the lone prairie.22

In this tune, the first four notes of the Westminster chime 
sound over and over, an allusion to the inevitable passing of time.

By contrast, Guion imbues the song “McCaffie’s Confession” 
with a greater sense of freedom. A solitary introductory minor 
chord is followed by the unaccompanied voice singing the 
first verse.23 That melody, repeated throughout the song, is 
constructed from a five-note scale that conveys an archaic 
quality. The second verse, in which McCaffie confesses that he 

“often broke the Sabbath day,” employs a hymn-like, four-part 
harmonization. Accidentals and discords are reserved until the 
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end of the verse in which McCaffie tells us that he murdered 
his wife. The bleakness of the rest of the song is anticipated by 
prominent discords in the two-measure interlude that follows. 
A tolling, repeated low bass note accompanies McCaffie’s final 
words, as do dissonances that underscore the grimness of what 
led to his regrettable demise.

The three songs with texts by Marie Lussi (“Prairie Night 
Song,” “Ride, Cowboy, Ride!,” and “The Song of the Whip”) 
differ from the others in that their grandiosity of style, with 
leaping, full-voice chords, bring to mind not so much the 
imagery of the West as they do the more effusive, perhaps even 
exaggerated, style of operetta.

None of the remaining composers had the close contact 
with cowboys that Fox and Guion did, so it is not surprising 
that their contributions to the repertoire were smaller. Arthur 
Farwell (1872-1952), whose arrangement of “The Lone 
Prairee” (1905) is the earliest of the published songs, is 
remembered primarily for his interest in and arrangements of 
American Indian music and as an innovative music publisher.

Charles Ives (1874-1954), the New Englander whose works 
celebrate that region and range from charming simplicity to 
bewildering complexity, composed just one cowboy song, 

“Charlie Rutlage.” The poem, which he found in Lomax’s 
collection of cowboy songs, is based on D. J. O’Malley’s “A 
Cowboy’s Death.”24

Composer and organist Seth Bingham (1882-1972), who 
taught at Columbia University and Union Theological 
Seminary and was the organist at New York’s Madison Avenue 
Presbyterian Church, is, like Ives, an unlikely composer 
of cowboy songs.25 Nevertheless, in 1930 the H. W. Gray 
Company published his Five Cowboy Songs. Each comes from 
songs found in Lomax’s first edition of Cowboy Songs, although 
three of them (“Days of Forty-Nine,” “Root Hog or Die,” and 

“Fuller and Warren”) do not describe the cowboy experience. 
The two that do, “The Dying Cowboy” and “Dogie Song,” 
show Bingham’s resourcefulness.

Jack Beeson’s (1921-2010) “Cowboy Song” is a setting of 
Charles Causley’s poem of the same name, a poem whose 
images reveal if not Causley’s Cornish heritage, then at least his 
reluctance to embrace the culture and language of the American 
West. His words and phrases, for example, bring to mind the 
English gentleman rather than the Western cowboy: “apple 
blossom snow,” “zithering zephyrs,” “teasy bees,” “marmalade 
moon,” “boulder eiderdown,” “home by tea,” “where run the 
seven geese round,” and “I trawl the turning sky.”26

Minnesotan Libby Larsen’s (b. 1950) Cowboy Songs, 
composed for a friend while in graduate school, is an attractive 
and popular cycle in which she set three poems: Belle Starr’s 

“Bucking Bronco,” Robert Creeley’s “Sufi Sam Christian” 

(retitled “Lift Me into Heaven Slowly” by Larsen), and the 
anonymous “Billy the Kid.” Each setting is as different as the 
poem that it portrays.

The most recent composition, André Previn’s (b. 1929) 
“Sallie Chisum remembers Billy the Kid,” was commissioned 
by Barbara Bonney because, as she relates:

[A]llegedly I’m related to Billy the Kid. I was told 
as a child, “Billy Bonney was Billy the Kid and he 
came from the same area that your father grew 
up in.” I have a picture of Billy the Kid, and he 
looks so much like my father that it’s terrifying.27

“Sally Chisum remembers Billy the Kid” is a substantial work 
that is two to three times longer than the other songs that have 
been described. Previn set the text as a through-composed, 
or continuous, cycle made up of seven sections, with the 
conclusion recalling the opening. 

Unlike painters, photographers, filmmakers, writers, and 
composers and performers of popular music, most composers 
in the classical tradition seemed indifferent to the myths, 
grandeur, and culture (real or imagined) of the American West. 
Even to composers with nationalist proclivities, the cowboy 
song proved largely unappealing. Among the reasons that may 
have contributed to their indifference, four stand out: the 
cultural incompatibility of the cosmopolitan Eastern composer 
with the relatively isolated Western cowhand, the poetry, the 
music, and the mythic resonance of the cowboy himself.

The cultural divide is as obvious as it is easily imagined. 
Many aspiring young American composers in the early decades 
of the twentieth century, following years of study in this 
country, traveled to Europe to be steeped in that culture and 
undergo further training. They dreamed of creating major 
works that not only would be performed but also would earn 
them critical acclaim—symphonies, concertos, chamber music, 
opera, and possibly even art songs in the style of Brahms 
or Debussy. Setting poetry about horses and cattle drives or 
desperadoes held as little appeal to most of these composers as 
it did to their imagined audiences.

Owen Wister’s The Virginian, widely regarded as the first 
literary Western, serves to make the point. In it Wister uses the 
difference between “Eastern” and “Western” cultures to create 
tension between Mary Stark “Molly” Wood’s family in Vermont 
and the “Virginian.” Molly, who fled the stifling atmosphere 
of Bennington (and the suitor she was supposed to marry), 
becomes the first schoolteacher in an emerging community on 
the Wyoming frontier. There, she slowly comes to understand, 
love, and marry the Virginian, a progression that horrifies not 
only her family but also her entire community. Wister writes, 
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“[I]n a very few days [after Molly’s return to Bennington for a 
visit], gossip had it that Molly was engaged to a gambler, a gold 
miner, an escaped stage robber, and a Mexican bandit; while 
Mrs. Flynt feared she had married a Mormon.”28 

Turning from fiction to biography, David Guion’s fading 
prominence offers a different perspective, one in which a 
composer may be put at a disadvantage by associations with 
the West. He hosted nationally broadcast radio programs in 
the early 1930s while living in New York City and enjoyed 
such celebrity that there was a “David Guion Week” in Texas 
and a commission from the Houston Symphony in 1950. Yet 
Heidi Ann Cohenour Gordon lists “the typecasting that came 
with being known as a composer of cowboy songs” as one of 
the reasons why he has failed to retain his once-prominent 
position among American composers.29

Marie Lussi, several of whose poems were set to music 
by Guion, exploits the cultural divide from yet another 
perspective in Cowboy Love Song, her novel about the 
challenges faced by the young Westerner who aspires to travel 
east.30 Protagonist Larry Grant is a talented, home-grown, 
small-town Texas cowboy who dreams of studying voice in 
New York and having a career as a professional singer. But 
Grant earns the respect of his friends and community in Texas 
only when, after practicing riding and roping in secret for two 
years, he manages to win the local rodeo—and the $10,000 
prize that makes it possible for him and his mother to travel 
to New York, so he can develop his career as a singer. As if to 
confirm the preceding points, the two composers who were 
the most prolific, or the most compatible with the genre—Fox 
and Guion—were the ones who grew up not in the East but 
among cowboys, developing a kinship with their culture.

The second reason that so many early twentieth-century 
composers had little, if any, interest in cowboy music may be 
because of the nature of the poetry found in so many cowboy 
songs. With its reliance on rhyme, meter, transparency, and 
immediacy, cowboy poetry, at least until recent decades, at 
times seemed invisible to the gatekeepers of the Modernist 
canon. There are, of course, exceptions. As Lawrence Levine 
points out in High Brow/Low Brow, nineteenth-century 
Americans were far better versed in Shakespeare than we 
are today.31 It is not surprising, then, to find a parallel 
between Allen McCandless’s “The Cowboy’s Soliloquy” and 
Shakespeare’s As You Like It. Shakespeare’s Duke Senior, 
banished to the Forest of Arden, praises his life there:

And this our life, exempt from public haunt,
Finds tongues in trees, books in the running brooks,
Sermons in stones, and good in everything.32

In the third verse of his poem, McCandless paraphrases 
Shakespeare: 

My ceiling the sky, my carpet the grass,
My music the lowing of herds as they pass;
My books are the brooks, my sermons the stones,
My parson’s a wolf on a pulpit of bones.33

In general, however, cowboy poetry is noted more for its 
simplicity than its complexity, more for its decisive action 
than its nuanced gesture. Consequently, the cowboy poet 
portrays the obvious so we are not left probing the layers of 
allusion and symbolism so prized by metropolitan Modernists. 
Consequently, it is not surprising that many composers of art 
songs find more of interest in the poetry of William Blake and 
James Agee than they do in D.J. O’Malley and Baxter Black, 
in the culture of Europe or in the exoticism of the Middle and 
Far East than they do in the American West. Moreover, given 
their remoteness from the cowboy experience, one cannot 
help but wonder under what circumstances composers ever 
encounter cowboy poetry: probably not in their academic, 
professional, and social environments. 

The third reason that most prominent composers of the 
early to mid-twentieth century were not interested in the 
songs of the cowboy may be found in cowboy music itself. 
Music historian Bill C. Malone asserts that “[t]he cowboy 
contributed nothing to American music.”34 At first glance 
that seems outrageous, but upon further reflection it makes 
sense: unlike the novelty of ragtime’s syncopated rhythms and 
blues’ altered scale degrees and 12-bar form, one will not find 
similarly distinctive elements common to cowboy music that 
distinguish it from traditional folk music.

Aaron Copland, for example, wrote the following about 
composing the ballet score for Billy the Kid:

I have never been particularly impressed with the 
musical beauties of the cowboy song as such. The 
words are usually delightful and the manner of 
singing needs no praise from me. But neither the 
words nor the delivery are of much use in a purely 
orchestral ballet score, so I was left with the tunes 
themselves, which I repeat, are often less than 
exciting.35

Given the paucity of classical works based upon the folkloric 
elements of cowboy song, subsequent generations of art 
composers would seem to have agreed with Copland’s assessment.

Finally, despite its risks and hardships, the cowboy’s life was, 
for most, a life of choice. The admittedly fanciful images that 
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the general public had of the cowboy’s daily life—settling an 
argument with fisticuffs, dispensing justice with a pistol or 
hangman’s noose, and living a life close to the earth—are more 
likely to draw patronizing smiles than inspire the imagination 
of a composer, even though that distorted image bears little 
resemblance to the lives that most cowboys lived. Unlike 
American Indians who faced genocide and forced resettlement 
on reservations, and African Americans emerging from slavery 
into Jim Crow, the cowboys of American myth stood on the 
side of the conquerors. Consequently, unless a composer 
lived in a culture sympathetic to the cowboys—as did Fox 
and Guion—he or she would likely be unmoved by poetry 
reflecting experiences so alien to his or her own.

It is unlikely that many readers of Western novelists Zane 
Grey or Louis L’Amour or fans of movie cowboy stars Gene 
Autry or John Wayne will ever hear Andre Previn’s “Sallie 
Chisum remembers Billy the Kid” or any of the other songs 
that are the focus of this study. And yet through different 
means of artistic expression—painting, photography, sculpture, 
film, and music—the seemingly mutually exclusive tastes of 
dissimilar audiences are satisfied, drawn to that storied time 
in our nation’s history. Though few in number, cowboy songs 
that were transformed into art songs provide one of the trails 
to our collective national heritage—the American cowboy. H

Alphabetical list of  
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Jack Beeson Cowboy Song 1978
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 Days of Forty-Nine
 Root Hog or Die
 The Dying Cowboy
 Fuller and Warren
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 Prairie Night Song 1937
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Charles Ives Charlie Rutlage 1920/21
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 Lift Me into Heaven Slowly
 Billy the Kid
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Sonobeat Records: Pioneering the Austin Sound in the ’60s 
By Ricky Stein (Charleston, SC: The History Press, 2014). $19.99 paperback. 128 pp. ISBN 978-1-62619-245-4.  
Also available in e-book format.

A father-son collaborative effort, Sonobeat Records 
was born out of FM radio and live remote broadcasts and 
recordings. Bill Josey, Sr., and his son, Bill Josey, Jr. (aka Rim 
Kelly), recorded dozens of local bands, singer-songwriters, and 
musicians between 1967 and 1976. The Joseys did not limit 
themselves to a specific sound or genre. They sought music 
that was live, a sound that was original and unique. As Ricky 
Stein writes in his new book, Sonobeat Records, “[T]he two 
music enthusiasts were able to capture the sounds of a budding 
musical mecca, a city that would proclaim itself the live music 
capital of the world in decades to come.”

Sonobeat recorded rock, country, folk, jazz, R&B, and 
gospel and included hundreds of artists, some of whom who 
were at the top of their game at the time and others who, 
although novices, went on to become legendary beyond 
Austin. From Afro-Caravan to Johnny Winter, the Joseys had 
an ear for quality music that helped build a foundation for 
the current Texas music scene. In an era when independent 
and small record labels were mere stepping stones to major 
record companies, Sonobeat had a strong relationship with 
radio through the Joseys and was able to promote many local 
musicians and live music venues. 

Stein points out that while New York, Los Angeles, 
Nashville, Chicago, and other musical hotbeds made their 
names because of studios and major record labels, the Austin 
scene began with a much less commercial slant: “Instead, 
it was the musicians themselves who formed the bedrock 
of what would become the world-renowned Austin music 
community.” 

Sonobeat founders Bill Josey and Rim Kelly both worked 
in the radio industry, which allowed them unique access to 
the growing live-music scene. Much of Sonobeat’s catalog was 
recorded live—or in live music venues on borrowed or home-
crafted recording equipment, fashioned as much for portability 
as for fidelity.

Stein states that until the late 1960s, “Austin’s musical 
history was not particularly unique…. [T]here was little to 
distinguish Austin’s musical landscape from that of any other 
mid-sized college town.” He adds that live music at fraternity 
parties and festivals generally covered Top-40 hits and classics. 

By the late 1960s, New York City dominated the sheet-music 
industry and much of the recording industry, and Los Angeles 
and San Francisco were emerging as the younger, hipper, 
West Coast center of the music business. However, no one 
was blending musical styles in quite the same way as Austin 
musicians. 

Sonobeat Records chronicled these important musical 
developments taking place in Austin. In addition to recording 
such innovative psychedelic rock groups as Shiva’s Headband, 
Sonobeat captured the emerging progressive country elements 
of such artists as Rusty Weir, while also including in its 
catalog the seminal blues-rock guitarist, Johnny Winter, who 
was based in Beaumont, Texas, but frequently performed in 
Austin.

In fact, a December 7, 1968, Rolling Stone magazine article, 
which focused on Texas artists Janis Joplin, Doug Sahm, Steve 
Miller, and Mother Earth, also poured lavish praise on the 
“hundred and thirty pound cross-eyed albino with long fleecy 
hair playing some of the gutsiest fluid guitar you have ever 
heard”—a 23-year-old Johnny Winter.

As Stein observes, “By recording Austin’s local talent, 
[Sonobeat] gave voice to the emerging scene and offered 
a glimpse of what the city would soon become.” He adds 
another important point later in the book: “In many ways, 
Sonobeat Records’ commercial shortcomings early on in its 
existence played as important a role in the formation of the 
music scene as did its later successes. Because Sonobeat never 
became a goliath record label…each release would gain a sense 
of allure that comes with limited quantity and availability.”

Stein asserts that Sonobeat did just enough for the Austin 
music scene to galvanize Austin musicians without creating 
a commercial hub that would inundate the city within its 
own industry, and he credits this to the way Austin was able 
to build a reputation as a music town relatively free of the 
restraints of over-commercialization.

Diana Finlay Hendricks

REVIEWS
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Progressive Country: How the 1970s Transformed the Texan in Popular Culture 
By Jason Mellard (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2013). $29.95 cloth. 276 pp. ISBN 978-0-292-75300-6.  
Also available in e-book format.

In 1974, Jan Reid’s influential The Improbable Rise of 
Redneck Rock traced the development of Austin’s early-1970s 
music scene, detailing the trend-shifting rise of musicians such 
as Willie Nelson and Jerry Jeff Walker. Forty years later, with 
the publication of Jason Mellard’s Progressive Country: How 
the 1970s Transformed the Texan in Popular Culture, Reid’s 
book now has a worthy companion, perfect to nestle beside it 
on the bookshelf. The new book has a larger scope, however, 
as Mellard traces not only the how the politics, music, and 
literature of pre-1970s Texas made for the atmosphere 
described in Reid’s book, but also how the Texan circa 1975 
has transformed the popular image of the type. 

Although the music of the Armadillo World Headquarters’ 
scene sits at the heart of the text, one real strength of Mellard’s 
book lies in the fact that he’s able to apply his investigation 
beyond the music and follow the roots of this shift in Texan-
ness all the way out to branches as far-reaching as the Ronald 
Reagan and George W. Bush eras and mass-media instances 
such as Dallas and Urban Cowboy. Chief among his perceptive 
uses of research is the finding that the Texan was never, at 
least in the second half of the twentieth century, a fixed point 
from which the 1970s cosmic cowboys of the Austin music 
scene had to shift. The “Typical Texan” Mellard teases out 
though his extensive look into descriptions of the breed “did 
not denote specific men who actually existed, but a persona to 
be desired, a projection of the cowboy that individuals within 
and without the state’s borders continually found ways to 
appropriate.” Each era—and, indeed, each demographic within 
each era—has its spot at the defining table in establishing the 
meaning of “Texan.”

Therein sits a bigger reason to champion Mellard’s 
findings: his search for Texas includes groups often left from 
the discussion, be it scholars such as Américo Paredes or 
gubernatorial candidates such as Frances “Sissy” Farenthold 
and Ann Richards. Equally impressive are the insights offered 
on the ways that coalitions outside the traditional Anglo power 
structure helped cultivate the ever-changing image of Texan-
hood, especially the explanation of the African-American 
influence in Texas party politics and the importance of 
movements made up of groups such as the Brown Berets.

The clarion call that concludes the book offers that “the new 
millenium’s first decade demonstrated one thing.” According 
to Mellard, the rest of the world’s image of the Texan has been 
usurped by politicians dressing up as cowboys, “[e]mbodied 
in Bush’s ‘swagger’ of 2004 and Perry’s ‘fed-up’ pretensions 
of 2011,” with a modern image of the Texan which “persists 
as a performative site of exclusionary renditions of American 
nationality.” Mellard isn’t in denial about these appropriations 
of image, stating that the “symbols will not leave us anytime 
soon. We may combat them or divest from them, but we 

cannot wish them away.” The boon in this section of the book 
isn’t the admission, however, but the solution.  
“Why not, then,” Mellard writes, “contest them again, 
re-fashion and re-figure them to render 
‘the Texan’ more thoroughly conversant 
in its historical tejanidad, geared toward 
interpreting its frontier past in terms of 
inclusion, adaptability, and equality 
rather than combativeness, persecution 
complexes, and insularity?” 

The title of the book and the cover’s 
concert-poster image—which includes 
musicians Waylon Jennings and Billy 
Joe Shaver, along with Willie Nelson’s 
pal Darrell Royal, in prominent 
positions—may lead readers 
to believe that the discussion 
of the music scene will 
dominate the book, à la Jan 
Reid’s The Improbable Rise of 
Redneck Rock. However, Mellard 
had something bigger in mind; 
he uses the music at the heart of 
Austin as a springboard to a deeper 
examination of Texas culture. 
Similarly, some critics might take 
exception to the placing of Austin 
at the heart of the descriptions of 
Texas in the book, but Mellard 
argues convincingly that Austin’s 
placement is warranted, while 
still giving plenty of discussion to 
other major cities, such as Dallas, 
Houston, and San Antonio. I was 
pleased to see how much attention 
was paid to underestimated Texas 
writers, including Bud Shrake and 
Gary Cartwright, who, to usurp 
Waylon Jennings’s “Bob Wills is Still 
the King,” have “as much to do with 
why we’re down here as anybody.” A look 
at the list of Texans on the book’s final page 
shows the breadth of Mellard’s scope: J. Frank 
Dobie, Roy Bedichek, Walter Prescott Webb, 
La Raza Unida, Barbara Jordan, Willie Nelson, 
Larry L. King, and Doug Sahm all served as 
both integral figures in the book and in the re-
defining of “the Texan.”

Chad Hammett
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